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A man came to the Messenger of Allah 

and asked: ‘O Messenger of Allah! Who is 

entitled among the people to the best of my 

companionship? He answered: Your mother! 

He asked [again]: Then who? He answered: 

Your mother! He asked [for the third time]: 

Then who? He answered: Your mother! 

He asked [one last time]: Then who? He 

answered: Then your father?

(Al-Bukhari and Muslim)
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J mam al-Ghazall (450-505 AH/1058—mi CE) of 
Tus, Khorasan, occupies a unique place in human 
history. Almost all of humanity today aspires to 
achieve what he abandoned in a moment of genuine 
transformation. By subscribing to the Sufi mystical 
path, he renounced the material world. He believed 
he had to ‘shun fame, money and run away from 
obstacles’ that prevented him from achieving indu
bitable knowledge. This spiritual crisis took place at 
the peak of his career at the Nizamiyyah College of 
Baghdad, a position that won him ‘prestige, wealth 
and respect that even princes, kings and viziers could 
no match.” (al-Zabldi, Ithaf al-Sadah al-Muttaqm^ 
vol. I, p. 7)

His inward struggle was vividly described in 
al-Munqidh min al-Dalal, where he stated:

For nearly six months beginning from Rajab, 
488 AH (July, 1095), 1was continuously tossed 
between the attractions of worldly desires 
and the impulses towards eternal life. In that 
month the matter ceased to be one of choice 
and became one of compulsion. [Allah] caused 
my tongue to dry up so that I was prevented
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from lecturing. One particular day I made an 
effort to lecture in order to gratify the hearts of 
my students, but my tongue would not utter a 
single word, nor could I accomplish anything 
at all.

His health declined and his physicians gave up on
him, for they realised it was not a physical ailment 
that was wrong with him. At this stage, he ‘sought
refuge with Allah who made it easy for his heart to 
turn away from position and wealth, from children
and friends.’ (Hyman and Walsh, Philosophy in the
Middle Ages, pp. 2.77--Z78)

And that is exactly what al-Ghazali did! He left 
his job, distributed his wealth, except for the very 
little that he kept for the needs of his family. And 
in order to give up his power and fame, he left 
Baghdad to lands where he was not known. He 
lived incognito in Damascus, Jerusalem, and visited 
Hebron, Makkah and Madinah. It took him eleven
years before heading back home.

Al-Ghazali carved a niche for himself in the world
of Islamic thought. He was the scholar par excellence 
in the Islamic world, with hundreds of scholars 
attending his lectures at the Nizamiyyah school 
of Baghdad between 484 AH/ioyi CE and 488 
AHhopy CE (cf. al-Subki, Tabaqat al-Shafi’iyyah 
al-Kubra, vol. VI, p. 197). His scholarly works in 
jurisprudence, theology, philosophy, education and 
Islamic spirituality continue to enrich academic

INTRODUCTION > 

discourse on the Islamic worldview. He became 
known as the ‘Proof of Islam’ (Hujjat al-Islam) for 
his role in defending Islam, especially against internal 
sectarian trends.

Imam al-Ghazali’s magnum opus, Ihya’ 'Ilium 
iil-Din (The Revival of the Religious Sciences) con
tinues to be celebrated for its ability to infuse spiri
tuality into law (fiqh). The books of Islamic law are 
typically technical and dry. The traditional works of 
jurisprudence do not capture the Arabic etymologi
cal meaning of in the Holy Qur’an and the Pro
phetic Sunnah. It denotes understanding the totality 
of the Islamic worldview, with spirituality at its core.

Imam al-Ghazali’s autobiographical work, 
Al-Munqidh min al-Daldl, reflects an inquisitive mind 
that goes back to the days of his early childhood, and 
a fascination with indubitable knowledge and truth 
throughout his life. But it is his spiritual curiosity 
and captivating knowledge of the intimate affairs of 
the heart that constitute an exceptional source for 
all seekers of the meaning of life. He stated at the 
beginning of al-Munqidb: ‘The thirst for grasping 
the real meaning of things was indeed my habit and 
wont from my early years and in the prime of my 
life. It was an instinctive, natural disposition placed 
in my makeup by Allah Most High, not something 
due to my own choosing and contriving. As a result, 
the fetters of servile conformism fell away from me 
and inherited beliefs lost their hold on me when I 
was quite young.’
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Al-Ghazall’s works travelled far and wide, 
some of which were translated into Latin within 
a very short period after his death. Reflecting the 
influence of al-Ghazall on the Latin world, Manuel 
Alonso listed forty-four medieval philosophers and 
theologians who made reference to al-Ghazall. These 
included Thomas Aquinas who referred to Maqasid 
Al-Falasifah thirty-one times. (Al-Andalus, XXIII)

This book, A Treasury of al-Ghazall, is an attempt 
to capture the essence of Imam al-Ghazall’s corpus of 
writings. He was prolific, leaving to posterity seventy- 
three books and treatises, which made choosing the 
forty maxims a challenging task because of the sheer 
number of possibilities available at hand.

Imam al-Ghazall, like all Sufis, had an apprecia
tion for ‘taste’ as experiential knowledge, not as sen
sory perception. After studying, teaching and writing 
about al-Ghazall for more than three decades, I have 
developed a ‘taste’ for his ethos. He was an outstand
ing scholar of the ShafiT school of jurisprudence, an 
Ashcarite theologian and a Sufi. His story is that of 
returning to Allah, of having the right relationship 
with this world in preparation for the Hereafter, of 
abandoning bad personal traits and of inculcating 
good ones. The heart is at the centre of this story and 
it is the cornerstone of ethics and morality, but most 
crucially it is the single most important medium to 
understand and connect with the Divine.

The actual choice of these forty selections is reduc
tionist at best; it cannot encompass all of al-Ghazall’s

ideas and concerns, but they can definitely provide 
a ‘taste’ of his intellectual and spiritual message. It 
is hoped that A Treasury of al-Ghazall will motivate 
the readers to further their studies of this great scholar 
and intellectual and read at least some of his works.

Today, there is a renewed interest in al-Ghazall, 
for spiritual renewal and for academic reasons as well. 
The Integral Chair for the Study of Imam al-Ghazall’s 
Work at the Al-Aqsa Mosque and Al-Quds University 
(HM King Abdullah II Endowment); programmes 
at Cambridge Muslim College, UK; retreats during 
Ramadan at the Alqueria de Rosales in Spain; a 
Conference at Zaytuna College in Berkeley, USA; the 
annual Imam Al-Ghazall lecture at Elmhurst College, 
USA, are but some of the manifestations of this 
renewed interest and spiritual revival.

I would like to end this introduction with one 
of al-Ghazall’s insights that there are more sciences 
within reach of human beings, he said: ‘It appeared to 
me through clear insight and beyond doubt that man 
is capable of acquiring several sciences that are still 
latent and not existent.’ (Jawahir al-Qur’an, p. 28)

A Treasury of Al-Ghazall offers humanity one 
extra drink to quench its thirsty heart.

Written in the last occupied holy city in the 
twenty first century.

Mustafa Abu Sway

4
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Education with the 
Ttjght Jntention

O Son! How many nights have you stayed awake 
revising and memorising knowledge and poring over 
books, denying yourself sleep? I do not know what 

was the purpose of all this? If it was for the purpose of 
attaining worldly ends, securing its vanities and acquir
ing position and bragging before your peers, then woe 

to you! And again woe to you! But if your purpose for 
doing so was reviving the Sacred Law of the Prophet, 

may Allah bless him and grant him peace, refining your 
character and breaking the soul that commands to evil, 

then blessed are you! And again blessed are you!*

* Al-Ghazali, Ayyuha al-Walad, trans, by G.H. Scherer. Beirut: 
The American Press, 1932, p. 57.

n Ayyuha al-Walad (Dear Beloved Son!), Imam 
al-Ghazall responded to the request of one of his stu
dents, who obviously spent years seeking knowledge, 
for further advice as to what knowledge is beneficial 
in the light of the Hereafter.

This request, while it was about seeking deeper 
insight into advantageous knowledge in the Here
after, may be applied to all human activity. What 
is done for the sake of Allah earns one reward and 
what is done for worldly motives ends right here at 
best, but could land one in an unfavourable position 
in the Afterlife, and there is nothing worse!

Seeking fame, position and material wealth as 
ends in themselves is detrimental to the soul, but
this is exactly what people have sought throughout 
history. Islam is not against material gain if it is 
lawful, and if one spends lawfully, without being 
stingy or a spendthrift, and pays the alms, which 
renders wealth pure. Indeed, Islam is not against 
obtaining lawful and lawfully-earned wealth.
Wholesome income sought from lawful sources, for

i. Al-Ghazali, Majmii'at Rasa’il al-Imam al-Ghazali. Beirut: Dar 
al-Kurub al-'ilmiyyah, 1986, pp.154-155.

« 6 * 7 »



0< A TREASURY OF AL-GHAZAlI *

the right purpose, is good for the individual and the 
community for it allows one to carry out different 
social responsibilities. Suffice to know that there 
were wealthy Prophetic Companions, including 
'Uthman ibn cAffan, the third Rightly-guided Caliph, 
and 'Abd al-Rahman ibn cAwf. Many Prophetic 
Companions donated substantial amounts of their 
money or property for the sake of public good.

As for fame, if it comes as a result of civic

2 "SD

An lou in tbeWrong 
"Business?

engagement, scientific achievement, championing 
humanitarian causes or any other good deed for 
the welfare of society or humanity at large, without 
translating this fame into pretentious behaviour, then 
it is a good thing because it can be utilised to further 
whatever project one has embarked upon. Service to 
all, Muslim and non-Muslim, is the key to success. 
Muslims are invited to contribute towards eliminating
illiteracy, providing fresh water and sanitation, and 
fighting disease and poverty everywhere.

Yet, one should be wary of the potential negative 
impact of fame on the heart. Positions of responsi
bility, such as holding public office, should undoubt
edly be filled. But in that case one has to remember 
that one is a public servant, and that the relationship 
with the public is horizontal, not vertical. One is on 
the same level as that of the people one serves, not

Therefore know, O you who is keen on knowledge 

and set out to acquire it and shows a genuine desire 

and real thirst to obtain it, that if your intention for 

seeking knowledge is rivalry, boasting, surpassing

higher than them. There is a problem if one is not thea

right person for the job, or does not have the neces
sary skills. There is a more serious problem if one 
is seeking a position of responsibility for egotistic 
reasons, a hunger for power, as a means to unlawful
gains or to inflict harm on others! . Al-Ghazall, Biddyat al-Hidayah, p. 8.

4 8 &
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your peers, drawing people’s attention to you, and 
amassing the vanities of this world, then you are in 

reality in the process of ruining your religion, destroying 
yourself and selling your Hereafter in exchange for this 

worldly life—your transaction would therefore be an 
utter loss, and your trading profitless. [In such a case] 
your teacher would also be helping you in disobeying
Allah and is your partner in loss, just like the person 

who sells a sword to a highway robber. *

* Muhammad Abul Quasem, Al-Ghazali on Islamic Guidance, 
1979, P-lS (Modified).

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

This quotation is from Imam al-Ghazali’s Bidayat 
al-Hidayah (The Beginning of Guidance), a small
work which captures the essence of Ihya3 cUlum
al-Dtn (The Revival of the Religious Sciences), to 
which there are many cross-references.

Scholarship is laden with spiritual traps because 
it can nourish and sustain egotism. It can also lead 
to negative competition, showing off, and self-
aggrandisement. Imam al-Ghazali also warns against
scholarship which is solely sought as a ticket to gain 
material wealth and accumulate what he described 
as the wreckage of this world. Every new thing that 
is desired in the world of commodities carries the
mark of finitude. Every new thing, whether natural
or artificial, has an expiry date and is destined to 
wither away. In the words of Rabicah al-cAdawiyyah, 
‘All that which is on the surface of dust is dust itself!’

oj ARE YOU IN THE WRONG BUSINESS? Jo

Elsewhere, Imam al-Ghazall says that if you were 
to find yourself on a sinking ship, you would carry 
with you only that which will save you! Carrying 
your weighty belongings, even if they were of gold 
in such a situation is definitely not wise. Likewise, it 
is your good deeds (and bad ones too!) that continue 
with you after death. Your good deeds are your boat 
to safety!

Though Imam al-Ghazall is here warning the 
students of knowledge who aim at occupying pub
lic offices, such as becoming a judge or an imam, 
everyone can benefit from checking their intentions, 
whether one studies the exact sciences, the humanities 
or art. There may still be room for egotism or ill inten
tion in seeking any kind of knowledge or position, 
even when it apparently complies with Islamic law.

One should not be casual about what one is 
doing or why one is doing it. The challenge is to be 
God-conscious, watch one’s heart carefully to detect 
the residues of T and cleanse one’s heart of such 
impurities. This is why one seeks refuge in Allah 
against associating anything or anyone with Him. 
Muslims are very careful about idol worshiping 
when the idol is physical, but the same should be 
applied to metaphorical idols such as fame and 
wealth. This is why the Sufis talk about the state of 
annihilation (fand3) whereby the heart is only aware 
of the Divine presence and nothing else.

4 IO n



0< SEEK FELICITY

^eek cFelicity
if the whole world was full of gems and a bird was to 
pilfer one of them every one thousand years, then the 

gems will be exhausted but everlasting eternity 
would not be diminished a bit.*

Stfij SI *<Ai  jjJ\ <

* Being a translation of a chapter from Abu Hamid al-Ghazall’s 
Criterion of Action (Mtzan al-(Amal) Ed. By S. Dunya (Dar 
al-Macarif Press, Cairo, 1964) pp. 180-181. Translation by 
Muhammad Hozien, modified by Mustafa abu Sway.

J^3 -jUs SL j\^3 Jii St Ji-3 g|. Stj^j 
.ti\L» tJL. jJ3 \s 3^= ji j^’

>3 & & .&\ t

<l^L« 3 A»-lj A^- a£L ejjl £j <Jksi

3-*cr '&
The otherworldly felicity we are concerned with is 

subsistence without end, pleasure without toil, happiness 
without sadness, richness without impoverishment, per
fection without blemish and glory without humiliation.
In sum, it is everything that can [at the same time] be 

conceived of as sought and seeking, desired and desirous, 
eternally and forever, such that it is undiminished by the 
passage of time and successions of generations. Indeed,

3. Al-Ghazali, Mizati al-'Amal, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 

Cairo: Dar al-Macarif, 1964, pp. 180-181.

0 matter how plentiful they are, the good and 
enjoyable things in this world are finite. In fact, even 
the bad things are finite. Worldly pleasures, often 
conflated with happiness, are dependable on finite 
components. Even when they are wholesome and 
there is nothing controversial about them, or about 
how they are acquired, they are always incomplete 
and lacking. Material fulfilment is temporary in its 
very nature and the physical pleasures cannot be 
maintained, even when wealth and good health are 
at one’s disposal. One cannot eat continuously, for 
example, because food is plentiful and tasty, even 
if one does not care about health issues. Eating 
continuously is not sustainable. Everything that one 
builds will inevitably wither away in time, and all 
those beloved to one will either leave one or one will 
leave them, just as every accumulated wealth, big 
or small, will one day be left behind. It is foolish 
to prefer what is finite and perishable to everlasting

13
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life, perpetual happiness and infinite rewards, where 
no effort is required. An abode where there is no 
striving or toil, where all joys are eternal, without 
any negative associations as in this worldly life.

It is important not to confuse wealth with the 

state of happiness. Material wealth does not translate 
necessarily into happiness, for there are many people 
who are comfortable financially yet lead a miserable 
life. Many of them end up committing suicide due 
to a lack of meaning in their lives. Yet, material 
wealth does not necessarily preclude happiness, nor 
could it be automatically considered antithetical to a 
fulfilling spiritual life. It all depends on what is going 
on in one’s heart, and not on what is available in 
one’s bank account. The heart may be obsessed with 
material wealth to the extent that this prevents one 
from tending to one’s spiritual needs.

Muslims are, for instance, enjoined to perform 
the Pilgrimage to Makkah and circumambulate 
the Kafbah, the first house established for the 
worship of Allah. This pillar of Islam is required 
once in a Muslim’s lifetime if he or she is capable 
financially and physically. Yet, many choose to 
circumambulate the malls and the marketplaces 
time and again, often buying unnecessary things, 
or simply walking around as if time is not the most 
precious ‘commodity9. What is life if not the sum 
of these moments, whether utilised properly or not. 
But leading a purposeless life is not about time, it is 
about the path one charters. Not using time properly

4 SEEK FELICITY Jo

is an act of ingratitude towards Allah who has gifted 

one with life. Is death not an end to time in this life? 

Is wasting time not a kind of death of the wasted

months and years? Why, then, does one lament and

feel a deep sense of sorrow for the former form of

death but not lament or feel a deep sense of sorrow 

for the latter form?

— -------------------------------
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Introspection

teaching and realised that my intention was not purely 
for the sake of Allah Most High. In fact, my intention 

was spurred and motivated by seeking status and fame.
I became therefore certain that I was on the verge of 

a deep precipice, almost plunging into hellfire unless I 
worked to remedy my state of affairs.*

* Al-Munqidh min al-Dalal, translated by Muhammad Abulaylah 
[edited by George F. McLean], Council for Research in Values 
and Philosophy, 2002.

Then I considered my state of affairs, and I realised that 
I was deep in worldly attachments, surrounding me 

as they were from every side. I then scrutinised all my 
works, teaching and instructing being the finest among 

these, and I found that I was occupied with unimportant 
disciplines, since they were of no benefit for the way 

to the Hereafter. Then I meditated on my intention in 

f one word could capture Imam al-Ghazali’s solution 
to the worldly attachments and distractions that 
prevented him from turning wholeheartedly towards 
Allah, it is detachment. To attain eternal felicity, he 
had to reach piety and detach his heart from tending 
to vain activity and, indeed, from worldliness. He 
had to forgo money and fame and the source of 
all this: his position at the Nizamiyyah College of 
Baghdad. Why, then, did he return to teaching after 
he ‘disappeared’ for eleven years?

What al-Ghazali did is still unique even today, his 
story continues to be a reminder of what it takes to 
detach oneself from worldly affairs and things. He 
literally gave up his teaching position (his younger 
brother Ahmad replaced him at the Nizamiyyah), 
distributed his wealth and left Baghdad first to 
Damascus and then to other cities, keeping his 
identity hidden from others to get rid of fame and its

4. Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh min al-Dalal, edited by Jamil Saliba 
and Kamil Ayyad, Dar al-Andalus, 1981, p. 134.

16 >0
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adverse effects on the heart. In the language of the
Sufis, he was in a state of khumtil^ the antithesis of
fame. He wanted his heart to settle down 
unknown.

by being

He had to redirect himself towards Allah, for if 
he did not return to the path that leads to Him, he 
would be squandering his chance to reach his eternal 
destination. One can imagine people driving on a 
road, certain that that road will lead them straight to 
their beloved ones, only to realise after a while that 
they were on the wrong road, and that they would 
need to make a U-Turn. Had they paid attention to 
the road signs, they would not have lost precious 
time, but it is never too late. Such people do not 
hesitate to change course once they realise they are 
on the wrong course, and they might even try to 
make up for lost time.

There is a Sufi imam at the Dome of the Rock 
at Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem who keeps making 
a supplication asking Allah not to allow alterities 
to cut him (and the congregation) off Allah. As to 
what constitutes alterities, it is all creation. This is a 
profound supplication from someone who desires to 
be ‘connected’, which is the etymology and essence 
of the word saldh, through the prayer. The heart 
can accommodate one thing or another, but not two 
things at the same time.

T)o lx>ur Qood^Deeds
Outnumber l^our^Bad

Ones?

And if he performs an act of obedience, he remembers 
it and takes pride in it, yet he is like someone who seeks 
[Allah’s] forgiveness with his tongue or glorifying [Allah] 

at night or during the day one hundred times or one

18

5. Al-Ghazali, al-Kashf wa al-Tabytn [Asnaf al-Maghrurm], ed. 
by Abd al-Latlf 'Ashur, Cairo: Maktabat al-Qur’an, p. 31.
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thousand times, but then he backbites the Muslims and 
throughout the day utters that which displeases Allah, 
and [only] pays attention to the narrations on the merit 
of glorification [of Allah] while neglecting the reports on 

the punishment of backbiters, liars, tale-bearers 
and hypocrites. This is pure self-delusion, for 
protecting his tongue from disobediences is 

more urgent than his glorifications.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

7mam al-Ghazali is fully aware of the contradiction 
between healthy acts of worship and vice. An example 
is a person who repeatedly seeks Allah’s forgiveness, 
day and night, yet does not control his tongue when 
it comes to backbiting. People remember their own 
good deeds and take pride in them while they have, 
at the same time, no reservations or hesitation about 
bad behaviour. How can they use the tongue for 
both: extolling Allah’s name and speaking badly 
about other people?

Abstaining from sin takes precedence over doing 
any good action. Repentance means having the 
intention not to engage in the acts that are prohibited, 
even if one happens to relapse later to bad old habits.

To be truly God-conscious means one should 
recognise that whatever good one performs, it is 
because of Divine guidance, and whatever and 

whenever wrong deeds are avoided, it is because of 

Divine protection.

4 GOOD DEEDS OUTNUMBER YOUR BAD ONES

There are a few problems associated with doing 

good or evil. The first problem with doing good is 

attributing it to oneself, rather than seeing oneself as 

an agent who has been guided to do what is good. 

The other problem is only seeing the good deeds 

and not the bad ones which may outweigh the good 

ones. It is a kind of whitewashing one’s records, 

constructing an image that does not reflect the inner 

reality.

The problem with doing evil or mistakes is not 

taking responsibility for them or taking action to 

correct the situation. While mistakes are inevitable, 

repentance should always be immediate and sincere.

-———-----------------

<4 20 &
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«< THE GREATEST PLEASURE OF ALL > 

pleasure of the heart is knowing Allah, glorified and
exalted is He, for it is created for that.

-------------------- -------------------------------------

Philosophers and theologians differed for millennia 
over the meaning of felicity, and they came up with 
interesting definitions, from being the ultimate 
purpose in life for Aristotle to the modern American 
pursuit of happiness, where it is measured against 
material tangible gains. Sometimes happiness is used 
loosely to indicate that one is having fun or a good 
nme. This is reductionist at best!

In general, associating happiness with pleasure, 
wealth and status is wrong. While one does need 
real things to survive, they cannot be the criterion 
of happiness. It is even worse when happiness is 
constructed as organically rooted in consumerism. 
This leads people to continuously buy and consume 
things in order to be happy, and this has its own toll 
on the human psyche. It may even become a source 
of misery.

Imam al-Ghazali, in Ihyd’ Uliim al-Dln, states 
that human beings do not fulfil the purpose of life by 
biological activities, or physical traits, for there are 
animals that eat more, or are stronger or have bigger
bodies, etc. The human bein is created to worship
Allah. Everything else is an accessory*!

Here, Imam al-Ghazali provides an interesting 
narrative about pleasure and happiness, where each

S* Z2 >• 23
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Verily, pleasure and felicity for the son of Adam lie in 
knowing Allah, glorified and exalted is He. Know that 

the felicity of everything, its pleasure and its comfort, is 
according to its nature, and the nature of everything is 

that which it was created for. Hence the pleasure of the 
eye is in beautiful forms, and the pleasure of the ear is in 
wholesome sounds, and so are the pleasures of the rest 

of the limbs according to this quality. And the exclusive

6. Al-Ghazali, Kinrya’ al-Sa'adah, edited by Muhammad fAbd 
al-'AJim, Cairo: Maktabat al-Qur’an, p. 51.

pleasure of the heart is knowing Allah, glorified and 
exalted is He, for it is created for that.

------------------------------------------------ --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

■ philosophers and theologians differed for millennia 
/ over the meaning of felicity, and they came up with 

interesting definitions, from being the ultimate 
purpose in life for Aristotle to the modern American 
pursuit of happiness, where it is measured against 
material tangible gains. Sometimes happiness is used 
loosely to indicate that one is having fun or a good 
time. This is reductionist at best!

In general, associating happiness with pleasure, 
wealth and status is wrong. While one does need 
real things to survive, they cannot be the criterion 
of happiness. It is even worse when happiness is 
constructed as organically rooted in consumerism. 
This leads people to continuously buy and consume 
things in order to be happy, and this has its own toll 
on the human psyche. It may even become a source 
of misery.

Imam al-Ghazall, in Ihya’ "Ulum al-Din, states 
that human beings do not fulfil the purpose of life by 
biological activities, or physical traits, for there are 
animals that eat more, or are stronger or have bigger 
bodies, etc. The human being is created to worship 
Allah. Everything else is an accessory!

Here, Imam al-Ghazall provides an interesting 
narrative about pleasure and happiness, where each

<4 2.2 >
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organ finds its own ‘happiness’ in a life that fits its 
nature. The eye finds pleasure in beautiful forms 
and the ear in beautiful sounds. As for the heart, 
its source of happiness is knowing Allah. Elsewhere 
in the Ihya\ al-Ghazall stated that the heart has 
only been created to know Allah. This knowledge 
necessitates an intimate knowledge of the Qur’an, 
Allah’s message to humanity at large.

It follows that there is no happiness without 
knowing Allah. It does not matter whom and what 
you know apart from Allah. One may know the 
names of football players or actors or musicians, as 
is the case with many people today, but ultimately 
this knowledge does not help in the godly pursuit 
of happiness. Many of these stars lead unhappy 
lives that are the epitome of misery: gambling, drug 
addiction, alcoholism and, sadly, suicide.

In the Greek and modern western worldviews, 
happiness is here and now. In Islam, happiness 
encompasses two realms, life on earth and in the 
Hereafter. The real happy and felicitous person is 
the one who makes it to Paradise.

—————— ----------------------------------------------------

SICS

Let it be known that the purpose is to warn those 
who think well of the philosophers, and consider their

7. Al-Ghazall, Tahafut al-Falasifah, edited by Sulayman Duny 
Cairo:Dar al-Ma'arif, 1972, pp. 82-83.
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methods to be flawless, by elucidating the aspects of their 
incoherence. This is why my objection to their views is by 

way of demanding proofs and refuting their views, and 
not by claiming a certain position and then proceeding 
to prove it. Thus, I will refute what they believe to be 
categorical through different compelling proofs, some

times using the compelling proofs of the Mu tazilah, 
sometimes those of the Karramiyyah, the Waqifiyyah, 

etc. In the process, I will not defend any particular 
group, rather I will use all of them together against 

the philosophers. For all these groups differ with us in 
matters of details; whereas the philosophers attack the 

principles of our religion. Let us, therefore, unite against 
them; for when hardships befall grudges disappear.*

* Al-Ghazali, Tahafut Al-Falasifah, translated by Sabih Ahmad 
Kamali, Pakistan Philosophical Congress, Lahore, 1963, p. 8.

_______---------------------------------------------------------------

J mam al-Ghazall responded to the challenges of 
his age. These challenges came from three sources: 
Greek philosophy, deviant theological trends and 
groups that evolved within the Islamic world, and 
the lack of sincerity and spirituality. One can say that
essentially Muslims were, throughout their history, 
exposed to three essential challenges: external 
intellectual trends, internal schisms and ignoring the 
affairs of the heart. The latter is not addressed in the
above quotation.

Imam al-Ghazall divided the Greek heritage 
into several areas. He had no problem with logic,

4 DECONSTRUCTING GREEK METAPHYSICS > 

mathematics or physics. He only rejected Greek 
metaphysics and systematically refuted it on account 
of twenty points in Tahafut al-Falasifah.

The three theological/philosophical trends that he 
mentioned in the third preface are but examples of 

what he attempted to deconstruct. The Mutazilites 
were Muslim rational theologians who differed in 
their views with traditional Islamic theology who 
continued to hold the Qur’an and the Sunnah as the 
primary sources for the Islamic worldview, including 

law and theology. The Mu'tazilites believed that 
reason can independently reach truths such as 
the knowledge of what is good and evil, without 

reference to revelation. The Karramiyyah was an 
offshoot of the Seventh-Imami IsmaTli ShTah. 
They believed that Allah’s essence has a corporeal 

reality. The Waqifiyyah, also a Seventh-ImamT Shlci 

sect, non-existent today, believed in the absolute 
unknowability of Allah.

Al-Ghazall wrote several books and treatises 

attacking the esotericists (i.e., the Batinites). The 
latter formed the strongest political challenge 
to law and order during his time, for they led an 

assassination campaign against Sunni political 
officials and scholars.

What is remarkable about al-Ghazali’s critique of 
the philosophers is that he was doing this on behalf 
of all Muslims regardless of their specific school of 
law or theology, and he also wanted to unite them 
under one banner. He was already considering these

«U7
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sects outside the pale of Islam, because tho u 
substa„ti,|ly o„ raaior issues of X « ered
most rmportant ,ssues tha( al.Ghaa^ywTohu th'« 

tolerate were the philosophers’ belief the “„r" ' 
o( *'  »°rM, that Allah does not know accident? 
and their demal of bodily resurrection on the Day 
or Judgement. y
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8. Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ Ulum al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: Dar al-Macrifah, vol. z, p. z.

mam al-Ghazall brings forth in the above passage the 
highest aim of one’s life: meeting Allah, Most High. 
Proper knowledge and good action are prerequisites 
for such a sublime meeting. Imam al-Ghazall made 
one qualification, which is the aim of the wise. For

Lji > la j

The aim of those who possess sound minds is meeting
Allah Most High in the Abode of Reward [i.e. the 

Hereafter], and there is no way leading to Him except 
through knowledge and action, and it is not possible to 
maintain these except with a healthy body, and this is 

not feasible except with food and provisions, partaking 
of them according to one’s need, with the passage of 

time. It is from this perspective that one of the righteous 
Predecessors said: ‘Eating is part of the religion.’ The

Lord of the Worlds brought this to our attention saying: 
Eat you pure food, and perform good actions (Qur’an 

2.3:51). Therefore, he who approaches food in order 
to assist himself in seeking knowledge and doing good 

deeds and strengthen himself in piety should not neglect 
himself, eating excessively, like grazing animals in 

pastures, for that which leads to religion and is a path 
to it should have the lights of religion reflected on it.

4 DO NOT EAT YOUR PATH TO HEAVEN > 

those who are not wise may be distracted from Allah 
by something of His creation. They may also drop 
this aim altogether precisely because they think they 
are wise, adopting for example a reductionist, logical 
positivist approach, thinking that what cannot be 
tested in a scientific laboratory does not exist. They 
might not see the whole picture of a sophisticated 
and well-organised vast universe that cannot possibly 
be the product of chance. Wise indeed is he who sees 
the Creator through His creation, submits to His will 
and follows the right path of action that leads to 
meeting Him on the Day of Judgement.

Modern life is distracting and overwhelming, 
but one should transform one’s life into a spiritually 
fulfilling one. Every act can become wholesome if it 
is done for the sake of Allah. This includes having 
food to sustain oneself, but also with the intention to 
utilise the energy acquired to worship Allah and to 
serve Him as well as to serve oneself, the community 
and humanity at large. This would fulfil the import of 
the Qur’anic verse that advocates eating wholesome 
food, only to be followed by good righteous action.

Eating, therefore, has been considered a religious 
act because of the good associated with it. Refraining 
from eating enough or eating well, when it prevents 
one from performing one’s duties, becomes 
prohibited. Consumption of food, Imam al-Ghazali 
warns, should not lead to overeating in a manner 
similar to animals. For he wanted spirituality to be 
part of the picture. The Prophetic practice teaches us

30 31 *
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that nothing that the human being fills is worse than 
his stomach, and that the proper amount of food 
intake is a third for food, a third for drink and a 
third for air.

Overeating leads to all kinds of health problems. 
It should also be remembered that overeating takes 
place at the expense of those who do not have 
enough to eat.

Know that the scholars have differed about the merit of 

marriage, with some of them exaggerating its merit to 

the extent that they claimed it is better than dedicating 

oneself to the worship of Allah; while others recognised 

its merit but preferred dedicating oneself to the wor

ship of Allah over it, as long as one does not long for 

marriage to such an extent that it disturbs 

one’s state and tempts one to have sex.

9- Al-Ghazall, Ihya’ lUlum al-DTn, edited by Sulayman Duny 
Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifah, p. 21.
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here is no doubt that marriage is meritorious, and 
that it is the normative Prophetic path, so much so 
that by getting married it is considered that one has 
fulfilled half of one’s religion. But there has to be a
correlation between marriage and spirituality. This is 
why Imam al-Ghazall mentions those scholars who
thought of marriage as a preferred action compared 
to being in a retreat dedicated to the worship of 
Allah. Other scholars reversed this order, whereby 
dedicating oneself to the worship of Allah is, for 
them, better than marriage as long as one’s heart is 
not preoccupied with sexual desires.

Marriage shields one from wrongdoing when it 
goes hand in hand with other teachings pertaining 
to sexuality, such as lowering one’s gaze, for both 
men and women, and avoiding being in seclusion

4 THE MERITS OF MARRIAGE

from yourselves mates that you may find tranquillity 
in them, and He fashioned between you affection 
and mercy. Indeed, in that are signs for a people 
who give thought. (Qur’an 30:21) This tranquillity 
is entrenched in equal rights and responsibilities. The 
Prophet used to perform house chores. Therefore, 
such work is genderless.

In addition to physical attraction, the Prophet 
emphasised religiosity in one’s choice of a spouse, 
both for men and women. Because fornication and 
adultery are grave sins, the opposite is also true. 
Sexual relations between spouses is a good deed.

--------------------------------

with the opposite sex. The Prophet wanted
young people to ;et married if they could afford it,
otherwise they needed to fast, for fasting eliminates
lust. The Prophet stated that marriage is part of 
his Sunnah. In fact, the Qur’an does say that Allah 
never prescribed celibacy. (Qur’an 57:27)

The Prophet also encouraged Muslims to get 
married and procreate, for offspring is a necessary 
condition for the continuation of life on earth, 
and this is why the protection of progeny is one 
of the main objectives of the Sacred law (maqasid 
al-sharfah). Marriage in the Qur’an is, in its essence, 
a bond of peacefulness, harmony, tranquillity and 
mercy: And of His signs is that He created for you

* 34 *
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j o. Al-Ghazali, lhyti’'Uliint al-Din, edited 
Beirut: D2r al-Ma'rifah, vol. z, p. 79.
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by Sulayman Dunya,

4 STRIVING BEYOND JUSTICE

Allah Most High commanded both justice and excellence. 
Justice is the cause of salvation only, and it is likened 

to capital in trade. Excellence, on the other hand, is the 
cause of success and felicity, and it is likened to profit 
in trade. Anyone who is satisfied with only his capital 

when trading in worldly affairs cannot be considered a 
sane person. The same applies to all dealings pertaining 
to the Hereafter. The religious person should not confine 
himself to justice and avoiding injustice, while shunning 
the doors of excellence. Allah said: ...And do good as 
Allah has done good to you... (Qur’an 28:77), Indeed, 
Allah orders justice and excellence... (Qur’an 16:90), 
and He also said: ...Indeed, the mercy of Allah is near 
to the doers of good (Qur’an 7:56). And we mean by 
excellence, doing that which benefits the person one is 
dealing with, without this being obligatory on him, but 
rather out of courtesy, for that which is obligatory is 
addressed under the rubric of justice and abandoning

injustice, and this has already been mentioned.

------------ ---------------------

ustice in Islam is the cornerstone of every institution, 

including the family, the community and the state. 

It is a key factor in being accepted by Allah, Who

commanded humanity to be just and to do charitable

and beautiful good deeds (ihsan). Prophets and 

messengers were sent to humanity, along with their 

revealed scriptures, so that justice prevails: We have 

already sent Our messengers with clear evidences 

and sent down with them the Scripture and the

balance that the people may maintain [their affairs]

injustice... (Qur’an 57:25)

♦< 37 »
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Justice, as Imam al-Ghazall explains, is the cap
ital that we have, and excellence is the profit. It is 

imperative to be just, to end existing injustice and to 
prevent it from taking place. Justice is dispensed on 
equal terms to Muslims and non-Muslims, to men and
women, to friends and foes. One should guard against 
favouritism, which runs against justice. On the other
hand, the Qur’an warns Muslims against bias in case
one suffers at the hands of a specific group: O you

Allah, witnesses in justice, and do not let the hatred of
who have believed, be persistently standing firm for

nearer to righteousness. And fear Allah; indeed, Allah
is acquainted with what you do. (Qur’an 5:8)

But to soar high, one needs to do that which 
one does not have to do. There is a need here to
explain ihsan, which is usually rendered in English 
as ‘excellence’ but for which there is no English
equivalent. In the hadith of the archangel Gabriel, 
he asks the Prophet several questions, beginning 
with Islam (the five pillars), Iman (the articles of 
faith), and then about Ihsan, before moving on to

Verily, the beginning of piety is abstaining from what is 

prohibited by fatwa, and this is the piety of the upright 

ones, but its aim is the piety of the friends of Allah, 
which is abstaining from all that which is not done

issues pertaining to the End of Times. In explaining 
Ihsan, the Prophet said: ‘It is to worship Allah 
as though you see Him, for if you do not see Him, 
He nevertheless sees you.’ (Sahih al-Bukharl, no.50)

The etymology of Ihsan, from the root (h-s-n), 
refers to beautiful action done to a degree of 
excellence. All voluntary charitable work that 
beyond justice falls within Ihsan.

goes
11. Al-Ghazali, Ifcyd’ al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifah, p. 98.
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for the sake of Allah, including that which was taken 
with lust, or obtained through reprehensible means, 
or resulted in what is reprehensible, and these have 

various degrees of precautionary steps between them. 
The stricter the servant is with himself, the lighter his 
load will be on the Day of Judgment, and the faster he 
will cross the Bridge-over-Hell, and the farther he will 

be from having his sins outweigh his good deeds. 
The ranks [of people] in the Hereafter vary 

according to these degrees of piety.

—————

(<T~j;ersonal taste, personal opinion and custom are 
1 not the source of normative behaviour. There is 

Revelation and there is the practical example and 
model of behaviour as manifested in the life of the 

Prophet The first degree of piety is not to cross 
the boundaries set by the religion, and the higher 
degrees include abandoning lawful things because 
they may be bordering on that which is prohibited or 
because one’s intention is not for the sake of Allah. 
Not only one ought to seek that which is lawful, the 
means leading to it should also be lawful.

Piety is treating that which is prohibited as such. 
It is submitting to the Divine Will and not seeking to 
alter its nature. Gambling, for example, will never 
be lawful, and there are no conditions or contexts 
that will change its evil nature. Bribery, usury, theft 
and white-collar crimes are all sources of prohibited 
income.

4 DEGREES OF PIETY

One should also be alarmed about trading in 

prohibited food. Pork was and still is prohibited 

explicitly in the Torah and the Qur’an. Jesus Christ 

was never reported to have eaten pork or to explicitly 

permit it; he upheld the Mosaic Law. Lawful meat 

{halal) is not restricted to that which is slaughtered 

according to Islamic law. It is also about what the 

animal eats and whether it is raised in a humane 

way. The Prophet cared about the welfare and 

psychology of animals.

Piety means that one is expected to make or 

accept only money that is wholesome, gained by 

lawful means and spent in a way that pleases Allah. 

The economic activity should be beneficial according 

to Islamic norms. Opening gambling casinos may 

create jobs, but it is still prohibited in the Islamic 

worldview, because it destroys families.

Imam al-Ghazall highlights the fact that one 

should be conscientious about one’s source of income. 

People should protect themselves against earning 

prohibited wealth, using prohibited means, or creating 

harm. Negligent behaviour in this life might lead to a 

prolonged reckoning in the Hereafter. Allah will ask 

people on the Day of Judgement about their wealth; 

how they earned it and what they did with it.
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he will find himself inclined toward the devout and 

knowledgeable one. This inclination is weakened or 

strengthened according to the category and strength 
of his faith, and according to the weakness of his love

of Allah or its strength. This inclination happens even 
when both men are absent and he knows that none of 

them can harm or benefit him in this world or in the 

Hereafter. This inclination is love in Allah and for the 

sake of Allah, with no personal ulterior motive involved 

in it at all. He loves him only because Allah loves him 
and is pleased with him, and because he loves Allah 

and is busy worshipping Allah Most High.

Tmam al-Ghazall graciously builds his argument
1 about the love of Allah, moving from the love of the
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imperfect to the love of the perfect, from the relative 
to the absolute, and from the material to the Divine. 
Once one attains Divine love, love is then extended 
to those who love Allah, and whom Allah loves, 
for they are shaped by the Prophetic example. This 
love is for the sake of Allah, with no expectations 
for personal gain. The fruit of Divine love is love.
Spreading love of the :ood in this world is a true
Islamic imperative. It is an invitation to the Prophetic 

4 the fruit of divine love

of the most authentic traditions that made 
ln Con>Panions very happy’the Prophet ®said: A 
11 on [in t’ie Hereafterl *s whom he loves.’ The 

P unions wanted to be eternally in the company 

f the Prophet as well as in the company of other 
° 0 hets and good people. On the human level, 

birds of a feather flock together all the way to the 

Hereafter- hut there might be another meaning: If 

ou truly love Allah, then you will be with Him.

fountain of love.
Love of Allah in the Qur’an has been associated 

with following the Prophet Say, [O Muhammad], 
‘If you should love Allah, then follow me, [so] Allah 
will love you and forgive you your sins. And Allah is

—----------------------- -------------------------------------------------------------

Forgiving and Merciful.' (Qur’an 3:21)
Claims of love are verified against action.

All believers within the originally monotheistic 
traditions, when asked whether they love Allah will
answer in the affirmative, regardless of their actions. 
Allah sent the prophets and messengers to be 
followed. They delineated the path that leads to the
love of Allah. This path is intrinsically premised upon 
submission to the Divine Will which was revealed.
Many people do the opposite in contemporary 
social contexts. They claim to love Allah and enact 
laws that legalise prohibited actions, and to a lesser 
extent, prohibit that which is lawful.

Those who commit mistakes and sins because 
of human weaknesses should not shy away from 
expressing their love of Allah, for He is the Forgiver
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The benefits that motivate travelling are either running 
away from something or seeking out something, for the

13. Al-Ghazali, Ihya (UlHtn al-Dm, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifah, p. Z45.
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traveller is either bothered about something where he is 

staying, without which he would not aim to travel, or 

lie has an objective and purpose in doing so. Running 
away takes place because of worldly issues that have 

adverse effects on him, such as the plague and epidemics 
when they appear in a country, or out of fear because of 
sedition, a dispute or a hike in prices. The reasons for 

travelling are either general, as mentioned, or particular 
such as being targeted with personal harm in a town 
so that one runs away. The reason for travelling may 

also be for matters detrimental to one’s religion such as 
being tried with prominence, money and a host of other 
material causes that prevent one from dedicating one’s 
time for the sake of Allah, thus preferring the life of 

an unknown person or a stranger to avoid wealth and 
status. And it may be that one is coerced to subscribe 
to a blameworthy innovation in religion or invited to 

take a public office which is unlawful to assume, 
and hence one flees from it.

l-Ghazali captures [in the above passage] the essence 

of travel. One travels to avoid danger or discomfort, to 

look for better conditions for one’s final destination, 

or simply to seek some other good. There is nothing 

more iconic than the image of refugees coming from 

different religious, ethnic and national backgrounds, 

trying to cross the Mediterranean in overcrowded 

boats. They ran away from war and poverty. Their 

plight does not end simply by reaching their new 

destination. If they survive the waves of the sea, the 

tide of xenophobia is awaiting them.
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The Prophet sent two waves of early Muslims 
to Abyssinia to seek refuge because Muslims 
were persecuted in Makkah. The Makkan idol

worshippers were the first known Islamophobes. 
They tried unsuccessfully to poison the air between 
these Muslim refugees and the Negus of Ethiopia, 
their host.

Travelling, al-Ghazah adds, is sought either for
worldly gains or for religious purposes. The latter 
can be divided into seeking knowledge or action.
Knowledge covers personal practical ethics that 
can be acquired through travelling, but also the 
knowledge of geography which reflects the marvels 
of the earth. As for action, it can be divided into

4 TRAVELLING

I have seen water stagnating when left still,

Refreshing when flowing, if not it doesn’t

taste well.

Travelling may take place to avoid tribulations 

and unwanted personal roles that defy Allah’s 

plan for humanity. Al-Ghazali travelled to seek 

knowledge, but once he became the most famous 

scholar in the Muslim world, he left Baghdad in 

order to purify his heart from egotistic residues 

resulting from fame, money and power.

—--------- t4e)0k5----------------

acts of worship such as the formal Pilgrimage or the 
visitation of Makkah, Madlnah and Jerusalem.

Today, People flock to Makkah and Madlnah 
without hesitation, but not to Jerusalem because it
is still under occupation. There is a strong scholarly
argument encouraging Muslims to visit al-Aqsa
Mosque because it is spiritually meritorious to do 
so. Imam al-ShaficT, founder of the legal school to 
which al-Ghazali belonged, said in one of his poems, 
extolling the merits of travelling:

Travel, you will find recompense for what 
you leave behind
And strive, for the pleasure of life is in 
working hard.

49 H
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Listening [to songs] can be absolutely prohibited, 
permitted, reprehensible or praiseworthy. As for 
that which is prohibited, it is for most young men

14. Al-Ghazali, 1^’ ‘UlUrn al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 

Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, p. 306.

4 LISTENING TO SONGS

who are overwhelmed with the lust of this world; for 
listening will stir up in them nothing but the reviled 

attributes prevalent in their hearts. As for that which 
is reprehensible, it is for those who do not project 

what they listen to into the image of human beings, 
but take listening as a habit for most of the time, for 

entertainment. As for that which is permitted, it is for 
those whose share of listening is restricted to enjoying 
beautiful voices. As for that which is praiseworthy, 

it is for the one who is captivated by the love of
Allah Most High, and listening will only stir 

in him his praiseworthy attributes.

--------------- ----------------------------

enturies ago one had to go to special places and gath

erings to listen to songs, which were not available all 

the time. When Muslim scholars discussed and ruled 

over listening to music and songs, they could not 

imagine a time in the future when literally millions 

of recorded songs would be stored in a virtual reality 

that are readily available all the time. But what are 

they listening to?

Imam al-Ghazali’s first concern was about the 

content which might lead youngsters to psychological 

projection and fantasising about sexuality. They 

colour what they hear through their own lustful 

desires. Once the content in itself is problematic, it 

becomes prohibited. The degree of prohibition of this 

'type of songs may have been more severe had the 

scholars of old known about some of the explicit lewd

5° *
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purposeful life. It is interesting that the synonyms of 
entertainment’ include diversion and distraction.

The third category is when listening to songs is 
simply permitted. Here the listener enjoys the beautiful 
voice and the melody. There is no transgression in 
content and it is done only occasionally. The fourth 
category is when listening becomes commendable. It 
is for those whom the love of Allah occupies their 
whole time, emotions and actions. They are the 
opposite of the first category, for once they hear a 
song about the beloved, they think of Allah. The 
song, in their case, becomes a tool that helps in 
bringing forth the best in their souls and character.
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* A TREASURY OF AL-GHAZALI
0 enjoining GOOD AND FORBIDDING EVIL 

its burdens, rolling up his sleeves to revive it—then 
he alone among created beings has revived a sunnah 

that time conspired to kill, and only he has exclusively 
obtained an act of devotion before which all other 
devotional acts fall short of reaching its summit.

Enjoining good and forbidding evil is the greatest pillar 
of religion, and it is the mission for which Allah sent all 

the prophets. Had its enactment been suspended and 
its knowledge and action disregarded, prophethood 

would have become dysfunctional, religion would have 
disappeared, slackness prevailed, misguidance spread, 
ignorance common, corruption widespread, damage 

irreversible, the land destroyed, and the people perished, 
but they would not have realised their destruction except 

on the Day of Judgment. That which we feared did 
indeed take place; to Allah we belong and to Him we 
shall return. The reason for this is that the knowledge 

and application of this pillar has withered away, and its 
reality and form erased. The hearts, therefore, have been 
overcome by hypocrisy to people, while no longer being 

watchful of the Creator. The people have indulged in 
their whims and lusts like animals. It is rare to find on 
the surface of this earth a true believer who is fearless 

for the sake of Allah. Whoever takes initiative to avoid 
such slackness and bridges the gap by pledging to per
forming it or taking the responsibility to implement it, 
thus renewing this extinct Prophetic Sunnah, carrying

Tslam has essential articles of faith, pillars of worship 
/ and countless teachings on ethical and moral 

behaviour. Such knowledge is passed from one 

generation to another through formal and informal 

education. But once an individual or a group strays 

from the right path as expressed in the Islamic 

worldview, there is a need for a reminder. The duty 

to perform this reminder is described in the Qur’an 

as the act of enjoining good and forbidding evil, and 

it is the duty of both women and men to perform 

it. It is the single most important criterion, along 

with striving on the path of Allah, which defines the 

Muslim Ummah, as described in the Qur’an.

Though enjoining good and forbidding evil is 

the role of every person, there are scholars who shy 

away from facing people who violate clear laws 

and subscribe to new social trends. This is not the 

Prophetic path, for the prophets had the moral 

courage to challenge their respective communities 

and call them to adhere to the revealed message of 

Allah. This is also why no prophet was accepted 

with open arms. People do not like to be told what15. Al-Ghazall, Ihyti’ cUliitn al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya
Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifah, p.306.
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to do. More accurately, they do not want to give up 
bad habits and short term pleasures that contravene 
religion. So, for those who would like to follow the 
Prophetic path of enjoining good and forbidding 
evil, they need courage and wisdom.

* 56 *

The real worry of any person who self-censors 
herself or himself, and produces an appeasing 
narrative to address wrongdoers, or simply stops 
short of advocating good and forbidding evil, is to 
be considered a hypocrite. It is amazing that, more 
than 900 years ago, Imam al-Ghazall was worried 
about the impact of the lack of enjoining good and 
forbidding evil on religion. Not performing this great 
act will certainly diminish the religion of Islam. It 
will allow wrongdoers to indulge in vice so much 
so that they forget about Allah. Al-GhazalT thought 
that the act of enjoining good and forbidding evil is 
a sunnah that has died away and he issued a call for 
its revival.

— -------------

Indeed, outward good manners are signs of inward 
morals, and the movement of the limbs are the fruits 

of inward thoughts, and deeds are the results of moral 
behaviour, just as good manners are a perspiration of

A
16. Al-Ghazali, I^ya’ 'U/rmi al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya,
Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifah, p. 3 57.
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knowledge, and actions are wellsprings from the secrets 
of the hearts where they are cultivated, and the lights 
emanating inner sights are the ones that shine on the 
outward semblance of people, making them beautiful 

and polished, where the pleasant character traits replace 
the reprehensible and bad ones. The person whose heart 

and limbs do not submit [to Allah’s will], and whose 
breast is not a niche of Divine lights, the beauty of 

Prophetic manners will not show on him.

-----------------—————

External behaviour is a mirror of what is in the 
heart. Manifest behaviour is the fruit of a tree that 

' has its roots in the heart. The heart is the field in 
which one sows the seeds of all behaviour that will 
become apparent in due time. One cannot display 
a behaviour which is the opposite of what is in 
the heart, without ultimately being exposed. If the 
heart is full with the remembrance of Allah, the love 
of His Prophet, and the love of neighbours, then 
the outcome is peaceful activity in the service of 
humanity at large. The beautiful can only produce 
that which is beautiful.

We have been created to know Allah, to worship
Him and to serve humanity by adhering to the 
revealed message. Reality should be appreciated when 
it is right, but it should not be allowed to change our 
hearts when it goes wrong. It is imperative to reject 
wrongdoing and injustice committed against anyone 
Muslim or not. ’

behaviour is the mirror of the heart >>

The ultimate example of good external behaviour 

has been established in the life of the Prophet 

In order for this beautiful example to manifest itself 

in one’s behaviour, the heart has to be the seat of 

Divine light. This is achievable by continuously 

deansing it from worldly attachments. The heart 

should submit itself in its totality to the will of Allah. 

Daily maintenance is required because distractions 

and temptations are everywhere, and some influences 

may seep into the most conscientious hearts.

What goes on in the heart is much more important 

than outward behaviour, for the intentions are 

criteria for acceptance or rejection. When the heart 

is a spring of Divine love, and the limbs bathe in 

this spring, their outward behaviour glows in the 

universe.

The heart of the Muslim is at home with the mes

sage of his or her Creator. It is internally reconciled, 

but it also witnesses the external struggle between 

the various forces that exist in this universe, some of 

which are good and some not. This reconciled heart 

will always be on the side of the good, even when it 

looks back on history.

—————------------------



Repentance is defined as the inward’s aching over past 
sins. It is a fire that rages in the heart and a crack in 

one’s inside that cannot be sealed. And when taking into 
consideration the meaning of abstention, the definition 
of repentance then becomes: it is removing the attire 
of rejection and spreading the rug of loyalty. Sahl ibn 

‘Abdullah al-Tustari said: ‘Repentance is replacing 
blameworthy actions with praiseworthy actions.’

4 FLAMES OF REPENTANCE

r
he Prophet g said: ‘All the children of Adam are 

sinners, and the best of sinners are those who 

repent.’ People sin because of their human weakness, 

not because they are predestined to sin or it is in their 

nature to do so. There is also no concept of original 

sin in Islam, resulting from Adam and Eve eating 

from the Forbidden Tree in the Garden. In fact, the 

ver)' first story in the Holy Qur’an exonerates Eve 

from the burden of being the first one to eat from this 

tree. The Holy Qur’an uses dual suffixed pronouns 

to refer to both Adam and Eve. So, they were both 

tempted and succumbed to temptation (and in a 

different chapter they both ate), and Satan caused 

their expulsion from the Garden. Adam received 

revealed words and Allah forgave him, these words 

explained to Adam the possibility of repentance and 

how to repent.

Every human being is born clean of any ancestral 

baggage, and everyone is responsible for his or her 

sins. And while it is most likely that people will sin - 

and that it is important to learn about sins in order to 

avoid them - one should know that repentance is the 

way out of a sinful life, and that Allah is the Forgiver, 

and He is also Oft-Forgiving because we sin often.

The Prophet reprimanded one of his Com

panions for cursing another Companion because 

he drank wine, saying that ‘he loves Allah and His 

Messenger.’ This is not to encourage wrongdoing; 

it is to show mercy towards people who have made 

mistakes in their lives.

S 61 »

17. Al-Ghazall, Ihya’' Uliint al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya
Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, pp. 4-5.
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The most difficult kind of patience is patience against 
sins that have become habitually familiar, for habits 

constitute a fifth nature. If habit is combined with lust, 
then two soldiers of Satan have joined their forces against 
the soldiers of Allah Most High, and rhe religious drive 
would not be able to supress them. Furthermore, if an 

act of disobedience can be performed easily, then having 
patience against it is more burdensome on the self. An 
example is patience against the sins of the tongue such 
as backbiting, lying, showing off and praising oneself, 
directly or indirectly, and also various types of joking 
that hurt other people’s feelings as well as any kind of 

words intended for ridiculing, belittling or mentioning 
the deceased while mocking their knowledge, their 

conducts and their positions, for doing so is outwardly 

backbiting while it is self-praise inwardly. The ego 
here has two desires: one is the denial of the other, 
and the other is confirming itself. Thus lordship is 

affirmed for him, since longing for it is in his innate 
nature, but it is the opposite of servitude with 

which one is commanded.

llan praised in the Qur’an in numerous verses those 

who are patient, among which, for example, are

4 PATIENCE AGAINST SIN

those verses asking the Muslim community to resort 

to patience and the prayer for help and that, He is 

uilh those who are patient (Qur’an 2:153), Io have 

pjtimce and forgive [those who do ill things to them] 

(Qur’an 42:43), to be patient like the messengers who 

did strive hard (Qur’an 46:35), to enjoin patience 

(Qur’an 103:3), to be patient, a goodly patience 

(Qur’an 70:5), and that paradise is the reward for 

those who have patience (Qur’an 76:12).

Patience is the best reaction to external harm 

done by others. It is a virtue that requires not acting 

on negativity. It is the right reaction towards one’s 

difficult socio-economic circumstances. It is the 

appropriate reaction towards physical pain. Imam 

al-Ghazali takes patience one step further; having 

patience against one’s desire to do wrong, especially 

where sinning habits have been formed. Sin and 

habit are two soldiers of Satan. When they go hand 

in hand, they have an alliance against the soldiers 

of Allah. They are a force to reckon with, and mere 

religiosity cannot uproot them. And if the sin is easy 

toperform, then it becomes difficult for one’s self to 

have patience against it. Examples of sins that are 

difficult to prevent and easy to do include the ills of 

the tongue: backbiting and lying, hurtful jokes and 

disdain for the living and the ill mention of the dead 

and self-praise. All these are done by using words.

The dynamics of a healthy relationship with 

oneself and others is based on controlling the 

tongue, the abuse of which is the reason why many18. Al-Ghazali, Ifrya’ ‘Uliim al-DTn, edited by Sulayman Dunva
Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifah, p. 71. y
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relations go sour. It is also the reason why many 
achievements are undermined because of what one
says. When Mucadh ibn Jabal asked the Prophet^
about a deed that could pave his way to Paradise, the 
Prophet ^enumerated most of the pillars of Islam,
emphasising charity and performing the prayer deep 
into the night, yet he said that on top of everything
comes restraining one’s tongue. The price for letting
the tongue loose is very high. It is tantamount to
giving up one’s potential place in Paradise.

------------------—

Know that every good, every pleasure and every happi
ness, indeed every besought and every preferred thing, is 

called a grace. Yet, true grace is happiness in the Herea
fter, for calling other things ‘grace’ and ‘happiness’

66 Jo
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is either a mistake or a metaphor. This is like calling 

worldly happiness, which does not help in the Hereafter, 

a grace, for this is a pure mistake. It may well be that the 

appellation ‘grace’ when applied to something is true, but 

this appellation applies more accurately to happiness in 

the Hereafter. Therefore, every cause that leads to hap

piness in the Hereafter, and helps to attaining it through 

one or more intermediaries, deserves truly and correctly 

to be called ‘grace’, for it leads to true grace.

--------------------------------------------

ood things can be called grace. True grace is eternal 
(1 happiness. Calling things grace is either a mistake or 

a metaphor.
Since real happiness is only possible in the 

Hereafter, there is a need to evaluate and explain 
what we call happiness or associate happiness 
with in this temporary life. Happiness is usually 
defined in terms of presence, here and now. It may 
be associated with bodily pleasure which is always 
short-lived. In a consumerist world, it is associated 
with material wealth that is elusive, and when it
seems to be attained, either wealth leaves one, or 

one leaves it. The very act of buying and hoarding 

things may be misconstrued as happiness. And the 

very notion of chasing a life that is loaded with fun is 

a futile effort, for no fun activity can be maintained. 

This is why people escape into addictions of all sorts, 

including drugs and alcohol. Life entails at least 

some seriousness.

In comedy, the protagonist moves from a tragic 

or sad beginning to a ‘happy’ ending. In tragedy, the 

protagonist begins with some kind of a ‘happy’ life 

but ends up miserable. In both cases, the beginning 

and end are here and now, in this life. There is no 

link to the Hereafter, a notion that seems to have 

disappeared from contemporary narratives.

It is different when one is conscious about the 

Hereafter, and invests in this life what shall be reaped 

in the Hereafter in the form of eternal happiness. 

Wealth is acquired and spent in a way that pleases 

Allah. Hardships are endured and difficulties 

tolerated because ultimately everything comes from 

Allah. Pleasure is in moderation in ways that please 

Allah. Everything is done with an eye on the next 

world, where happiness is wholesome and eternal.

It is recognising that grace has potentially two 

ways in one’s relationship with anyone. Grace 

manifests itself by coming one’s way like the 

knowledge of Allah, and it is grace to impart this 

knowledge in return to others. This is happiness that 

paves the way to eternal felicity.

---------------------------



RATION * OR the hereapter >

ifWSK£

<

The masters of the hearts knew that this world is a 

plantation for the Hereafter and that the heart is like 

the soil, and faith is like sowing seeds in it, and acts of 

obedience are like tilling the land and clearing it, and 

digging waterways to bring water to it. As for the heart 

(hat is careless about this world while being absorbed in 

it, it is like a salt swamp where seeds do not grow. On 
the Day of judgment, the day of harvesting, each will 
harvest what he had planted, where no plant will grow 
except for the one who sowed the seeds of faith. Hardly 

does faith benefit while the heart is impure and one’s 
character traits are bad, just as seeds do not grow in a 
salt swamp. The servant’s hope for forgiveness should 

be analogous to the hope of the farmer. He who seeks a 
fertile land and sows good seeds that are neither rotten 
nor infested, and supplies it with what it needs, which

10. Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ cUlHm til-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: Dar al-Malrifah, p. 143.
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is irrigation at specified times, and performs weeding, 
removing thorns and grass and all that prevents the seeds 

from growing or destroying them, and he sits down 
waiting for the favour of Allah Most High to keep away 

thunderbolts and corrupting diseases until the plants 
are complete and reach their purpose, then his waiting 

is called hope. But if he spreads the seeds in a high salty 
swamp, where water does not reach, and does not even 
attempt to care for the seeds, and then he waits for the 
harvest, his waiting is called stupidity and delusion, not 
hope. And if he sows the seeds in a fertile land that lacks 
water and waits for rain where there is not much rain, 

but some rain is likely, then his waiting is called 
wishful thinking, not hope.

----------------—-———

here are two kinds of hearts. One heart is like a 
fertile land where planting is very promising and it 

is logical to be hopeful and anticipate good crops, 
if one tills the land and cares for it. If one fails to 
irrigate the plants or nurture them, even when the 

land is fertile, it is considered wishful thinking to 
expect any good harvest. The other heart is like salty 
marshland whereby it is sheer stupidity to even think 
of planting anything there, for this goes against the 
very nature of things.

Every human heart is a good and fertile land at 
the moment of birth. All children remain in that state 
until their parents and the social environment start 
to corrupt the goodness inherited in their hearts. But 
a fertile land does not help that much if the seeds

A PLANTATION FOR THE HEREAFTER 

themselves are rotten. Decaying seeds may be likened 
to immoral or ungodly thoughts that one might 
accommodate in one’s heart in violation of the good 
natural disposition into which one was born. The 
good seeds of moral behaviour are to be found in 
the Holy Qur’an and the Prophetic Sunnah as well 
as in obedience of Allah, performing good deeds and 
continuous cleansing of the heart with remembrance 
of the name of Allah. The heart is the field where one 
sows seeds in this life while the harvest is reaped in 
the Hereafter.

The Qur’an reminds humanity about the true 
nature of this life through the metaphor of the 
different phases of plant development: Know that 
the life of this world is but amusement and diversion 
and adornment and boasting to one another and 

competition in increase of wealth and children — like 
the example of a rain whose [resulting] plant growth 
pleases the tillers; then it dries and you see it turned 
yellow; then it becomes [scattered] debris. And in 
the Hereafter is severe punishment and forgiveness 
from Allah and approval. And what is the worldly 
life except the enjoyment of delusion. (Qur’an 57:2.0)

Those who positively seek forgiveness should 
be like the farmer who sows healthy plants (good 
deeds) and weeds them (prevents sins from inter

rupting his plan).
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also distracted from Allah Most High, be ng busy 
he is with everything other than Allah.

j nd We have already created man and know what his 
y lsoh/ whispers to him, and We are closer to him than

/his] jugular vein. (Qur’an 50:16)
Allah Most High is very close to us, not in a spa

tial relationship, because He does not exist in space 
and time. We are always present in His knowledge, 
but the problem is that we might not choose to be1
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with Him all the time WwN'. . •,
dMe ,hl*'  Wc «« dinracted with the .1 
our egos. What a loss when those who Mam mat,, 
rialism and those who are obsessed with it are both 
busy with this world. Any concern that is not for the 
sake of Allah is a veil. This is why asceticism, which 
is essentially a detachment from this world, brings 
the servant to Allah. It perfects his character traits to 
the extent that worldliness is shunned, for being con- 
scious of worldly affairs distances one from Allah.

Our lusts and desires are obstacles that distract
us from Him. There are amongst us those who 
love themselves, with various degrees of narcissism 
which manifests itself through the big T, only T, an 
obsession with selfies and social media that focuses on 
one’s image, with no content that serves public good. 
These are, in their estimation, at the centre of the 
world. And there are those who are not happy with 
themselves, unlike their narcissistic counterparts. 
The problem with both is that they do not see that 
vast universe of wonderful signs that points in the 
direction of the Divine all the time. For those who 
‘love5 and those who ‘hate’ inappropriately, they 
need to liberate themselves from these veils. They 
need to accept themselves for what they really are 
and move closer to the Creator of this existence.
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Know that repentance is tantamount to a meaning that 
is organised and brought together by three orderly 

components: knowledge, state and action. Knowledge 
comes first, state comes second and then action

comes third. The first is a requisite of the second, and 
the second is a requisite of the third, an imperative 

requisite dictated by the repetition of Allah’s norm in 
the physical and spiritual worlds. As for knowledge, it 
is to realise the great harm of sins, and that they form 
a veil between the servant and every beloved. If you 

realise this through experiential knowledge by way of 
a certitude that prevails over your heart, it ensues from 
this knowledge a pain in the heart because of missing 
the beloved. Indeed, the heart experiences pain for as 

long as it feels the loss of the beloved. If the loss is the 
result of its own action, it would be sorry for the action 
that led to the loss, and the pain felt over the action that 
led to the loss of the beloved is called regret. If the pain 
in the heart becomes overwhelming and prevalent, then 
out of this pain springs in the heart another state called 

‘will’ and ‘motivation’ toward an action pertaining to the 
present, the past and the future. As for the present, it is 
abandoning the sin that it was entrapped in; as for the 
future, it is having the intention to stay away from the 
sin that caused the loss of the beloved until the end of

its life; and as for the past, it is attempting to repair 
and makeup what was lost, if it can be repaired.

•dM by s“'~

4 SINS AS TRUE VEILS 

n the face of drifting away from the Islamic 

worldview and committing sin, it is possible to rectify 

one’s path and return to Allah Who is the Forgiver. 

Repentance is between the human being and Allah, 

With no one in between. There is no confession 

and no absolution which takes place at the hand 

of another person. Only Allah may forgive sins, 

including grave sins, and to Him only should one 

direct one’s supplications and ask for forgiveness. 

One is also forbidden from publicising one’s sins.

Repentance entails knowledge, a state of heart 

and an action, in the order mentioned. The first 

is to know that sin is the reason for the loss of the 

beloved. Our sins trap us, keep us veiled from the 

truth and prevent us from seeing the great harm that 

sins inflict on us. We need to realise the negative 

impact of sinning on our wellbeing, and that a sin 

can be short-lived, but it leaves a bitter taste for 

a life time. It has been said: ‘O [sinful] pleasure 

that is no more! 0 heart-breaking remorse that 

remains evermore!’ A moment of sinful and illicit 

sexual pleasure may be associated with a lack of 

commitment, loyalty or true love. But sin can also 

be an act of transgression which violates the sanctity 

of life, an act of racism that undermines the dignity 

of the human being, or an act of theft of property 

or colonisation of a country. Once the full scope of 

sin is displayed before our consciences, its damage 

manifesting itself, and one recognises the distance 

created between one and the beloved, then the heart

4 79
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agonises and twists and turns in pain over defying 
the Divine order.

The following verse lists the advantages of 
repentance and forsaking sins for the benefit of 
the whole community: And [Noah] said, Ask 
forgiveness of your Lord. Indeed, He is ever a 
Perpetual Forgiver. He will send [rain from] the 
sky upon you in [continuing] showers. And give 
you increase in wealth and children and provide for 
you gardens and provide for you rivers' (Qur’an 
71:10—iz) Certain sins that include material damage 
to fellow human beings, such as theft, means that 
repentance should include restitution of the material 
damage or compensation.

Occasionalism
Ac Cause of all fyents)

That it will be unveiled to you that there is no real 
doer except Allah Most High, and that every existent, 
whether a created being, a sustenance, a bestowal or

23. Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ ‘Uliim al-Ditt, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: Dar al-Macrifah, p. 247.
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withholding, life or death, wealth or poverty, and every

thing else that can be named, the one and only one that 

has made and created it is Allah, glorified and exalted 

is He, with no other partners. When this is unveiled 

to you, you will not look at anyone other than Him. 

Rather, your fear shall be of Him and your hope shall 

be in Him, your trust and reliance shall be in Him, for

He is the unique doer and no one else does anything 

apart from Him, and everyone else is subjected to His 

will, not having independence to move one atom in 

the domains of the heavens and earth.

1-GhazalT’s statement that Allah Most High is the 
real cause of every action or phenomenon in the 

universe is called occasionalism. He is the Creator 

and Sustainer of this universe which He continues to 
recreate at every instant. This requires a unique rela

tionship with Allah based on being indebted to Him 

for everything, for everything is in His hands. If there 
is one phrase that characterises the calling of all the 

prophets of Allah in the Qur’an, it is the call: 0 my 
people, worship Allah; you have no deity other than 

Him. (Qur’an 7:65; 23:23; 11:50)
The theological cornerstone of Islam is tawhld, 

which includes believing in the oneness of Allah, 
taking as Lord no other deity other than Him, no 
other persons or objects that share His attributes, 
for nothing is like unto Him. (Qur’an 42:11) He 
is other than all that He has created, and He

4 OCCASIONALISM

therefore, cannot be bound by space and time. No 

representation, two or three-dimensional, is possible 

in His respect, and all the paintings, statues and 

idols are antithetical to His nature. All people who 

speak Arabic use the word ‘Allah’ in reference to 

God, including the Christian Arabs in their mass 

or service. But while in Islam the oneness of Allah 

requires a clear distinction between Allah, the Spirit 

of the Holy (i.e., the archangel Gabriel), and Jesus 

Christ (the Word of Allah to Mary and a prophet of 

Islam), Christians developed a Trinitarian theology, 

a post-revelational construct, where ‘in the unity 

of the Godhead there are three persons, the Father, 

the Son, and the Holy Spirit.’ The Qur’an responds 

to the above historical theological development as 

follows: 0 People of the Scripture, do not commit 

excess in your religion or say about Allah except 

the truth. The Messiah, Jesus, the son of Mary, was 

but a messenger of Allah and His word which He 

directed to Mary and a soul [created at a command] 

from Him. So believe in Allah and His messengers. 

And do not say, "Three"; desist - it is better for you. 

Indeed, Allah is but one God. Exalted is He above 

having a son... (Qur’an 4:171)

r
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believing in all His Most Beautiful Names. But above 
all, love of Allah comes first, and one is invited to 
reach this level of closeness to Him. The criterion for 

this love is trying to live according to His revealed 

message to the best of one’s ability by following 

the Prophetic model: Say. [O Muhammad], ‘If you 

should love Allah, then follow me, [so] Allah will 

love you and forgive you your sins. And Allah is 

Forgiving and Merciful' (Qur’an 3:31)
Love entails following the one one loves as an 

expression of love itself. If I love the Prophet then 
I will certainly express my love through following his 
example, for what good is it to claim his love and 
lead a life that negates his way. Indeed, Divine love 
translates into loving the Prophet In Love in the 
Holy Quran. HRH Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad 
writes: lA person’s love of God requires - and 

inevitably leads to — love of what reminds him or her 
of God, and this means loving the Messenger.’ He 

then lists loving religion, prayers, and nature among 
other things?5 Those who are true believers are more 
passionate in their love of Allah. Love in this case 
is the highest expression of obedience. Those who 
turn away from Allah and become disbelievers will 
be substituted with those whom Allah loves and 
they love Him. He initiates love and they respond

love is the renewed imperative
with love: 0 yow who have believed, whoever of 

^should revert from bis religion - Allah will bring 

forth [in place of them] a people He will love and 

ivhowill love Him ... (Qur’an 5:54)

Love has a salvific value. The Prophet told a
Bedouin who loves Allah and His Messenger, but 

prepared little else for the Hereafter, that a person 

will be with whom he loves.16

———-------------

2.5. Ghazi bin Muhammad, Love in the Holy Qur'an

“pOTo4ChieaBO’ iOIO) Enelish translati°” aS
16. Ahmad ibn hanbal’s Mwsnad. hadlth of Anas Ibn Malik. 
(Summary)
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«{ ON KNOWLEDGE, ACTION AND SINCERITY >>

It has been revealed to the masters of the hearts, through 

the insight of faith and the lights of the Qur’an, that there 
is no way to happiness except through knowledge and 

worship, for all people are doomed except for those who 
have knowledge, and those who have knowledge are 

doomed except for those who act on it, and those who act 
on it are doomed except for those who are sincere, and the 
sincere face great danger. Indeed, work without intention 

is nothing but toil, and intention without sincerity is 
showing off, which is the equivalent of being two-faced, 
and it is the same as disobedience, and sincerity without 
true realisation is like dust. Allah Most High said about 
every impure deed not done for His sake: And We will 
regard what they have done of deeds and make them as 

dust dispersed. (Qur’an 25:23)

---------------- -------------------------------

he path to happiness is paved with a combination 

of true knowledge, right action, good intention 

and pure sincerity. Knowledge without action is a 

theoretical stage, and it may amount to nothing in 

the scales of the Hereafter, such as knowing that 

backbiting is prohibited but continuing nevertheless 

to engage in this grave sin.

The ultimate purpose of creation is to worship 

Allah which is first and foremost reflected in action 

as in the five daily prayers or the Pilgrimage to 

Makkah. Action may include recollecting the name 

of Allah, supplication or simply pondering on the 

universe. All those who have consciousness are 

required to worship the Almighty:

89
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, 8 may have dire health consequences. One c.n 
on y imagine a host of other issues, including the 
status of women and non-Muslims, where the lack of 
adequate knowledge may lead to unfortunate results.

Action should furthermore be appropriate, as 

the two extremes of excess and deficiency should be 

avoided. The story of the three Companions who 

convinced themselves to go to extremes in their 
spiritual life is an excellent example of inappropriate 
action, even when it is done in the area of spirituality. 
One of them pledged to fast every day of his life, the 
second one committed himself to praying throughout 

the night, every night of his life, and the last one 
wanted to be celibate. Upon knowing about their 
intentions, the Prophet < stated that his way of life 

includes fasting, but also not fasting (i.e. in other 

than Ramadan), praying at night but also sleeping, 
and that getting married is his Prophetic example.

Even when done the right way, technically, action 
needs sincerity and the right intention for it to be 
accepted. It cannot be done for the sake of other 

than Allah.

I

*8. Al-Ghazali, Ihya’(Uliim al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, p. 398.
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Know that the reality of watchfulness is observing the 
one who is watchful and devoting all one’s concern 

to him. It is said: the person who refrains from doing 
something because of someone else is watching so-and-so 

and takes him into consideration. By this watchfulness 
is meant a state of the heart which is the fruit of a kind

of knowledge, and this state yields outward action 
and also works of the heart. As for the state, it is the

heart’s observance of the one who is watching, its 
preoccupation with him, its inclination towards him, its 
observation of him and its being entirely focused on him.

The knowledge that brings to fruition this state is the 
realisation that Allah sees what is in people’s consciences, 
that He knows people’s hidden secrets, that He watches 

over people’s deeds, that He holds every soul accountable 
for what it has earned, and that the secret of the heart 
is revealed to Him, just as the skin is exposed to other 

people, indeed, if not much more than that.

< / fhere is naught in this universe except that it is known 
i - to Allah, even thoughts and ideas. Whatever crosses 

one’s mind is known to Him; one may keep ‘secrets’ 
from other people but one can never keep anything
hidden from Allah: And conceal your speech or 
publicise it; indeed, He is Knowing of that within the 
breasts. (Qur’an 67:13) Allah knows all that takes 
place in the universe at once, for He is Omniscient. 
This attribute is part and parcel of the Islamic 
creed. The awareness of this attribute, that we are 
constantly exposed to Him, should have a positive

M THERE ARE ABSOLUTELY NO SECRETS h 

impact on our behaviour. One should be embarrassed 

to harbour ill thoughts or ill feelings in one’s heart or 

to contemplate wrongdoing, being fully aware that 

Allah continuously watches one. Moving from being 

watched to the Watchful, Allah, one should check 

the action that one contemplates, if it is for His sake, 

then it should be carried out, but if it is for the sake 

of Satan, one should refrain immediately from it. And 

when an action is done for Allah’s sake, it should 

be perfected, taking into consideration all the proper 

proprieties associated with it.

Being conscious of the exposure of the heart leads 

to the modification of one’s behaviour, hastening to 

do what is right in the sight of Allah, and shunning 

what He has prohibited. The heart will then be 

tranquil, and the limbs will be the witnesses to this 

state of the heart, by partaking in its tranquillity. As 

Allah knows one’s best kepi secrets, including sinful 

deeds that are only known to Kim, one should ask 

for forgiveness, protection against ill intentions as 

well as against being exposed in public.

One usually makes one’s appearances good for 

others to see, because they can be seen, and only 

when one’s appearances are seen by them. The same 

logic applies to the heart. It is seen by Allah all the 

time. Therefore, one should make one’s heart good 

for Him, by cleansing it from all impurities and 

adorning it with His traits.
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nature, but the implication for spirituality is dear 
Ratiocination is the result of combining at least two 
previously known pieces of information in order to 
bring forth a third one based on what is known.

There is a big difference between believing 
someone on the basis of one statement, and working 
out new knowledge based on at least two premises. 
In the first instance, it is nothing but imitation, 
reproducing the same content, and according to 
al-Ghazali, this cannot be called ‘knowledge’. There 
is no new knowledge generated except that there is
one more believer.

Al-Ghazall had a serious problem with this 
state of mind. In Deliverance from Error, he refers 
to the state of natural disposition (fitrah), which 
is synonymous in the Islamic worldview with 
pure monotheism or tawhid. This state is typically 
corrupted by Jewish, Christian and Magian (i.e., 
followers of Zoroastrianism) parents. For who else is 
responsible for the differences among children, when 
they were born into an egalitarian state of natural 
disposition? This diversion can later on be enhanced

4 A PREFERENCE FOR THE ETERNAL

turn to the Hereafter, because it is everlasting, either 
they believe in it, through the report of one person 
or by using two premises and then reach the same 
conclusion:

That which lasts longer is preferred.
The Hereafter lasts longer.
Therefore, the Hereafter is preferred.

The pleasures of this life, lawful or not, are short
lived. The pleasures of the Hereafter are everlasting. 
The problem is that the Hereafter has another option 
in store: everlasting pain. The other comparison is 
between short-lived pain in this world, compared to 
a perpetual state of pain in the Hereafter.

by the clergy or teachers. The same logic applies to
Muslim parents who might divert from the Islamic 
worldview because of existing cultural norms that 
override Islam per se.

Other than methodology, the example that 
Imam al-Ghazall uses is about the preferred state 
of eternality of the Hereafter. For those who are 
absorbed in this temporary life and would like to
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X not remember it. And if he is reminded of it, he 

fetes it and is repelled by it. These are the ones about 

wto Allah said: Say, ‘Indeed, the death 
flee - indeed, it will meet you. Then you will be returned 

to the Knower of the unseen and the witnessed, anal e 
will inform you about what you used to do.’ (Qur’an 

62:8) People, in this respect, are either someone who is 

preoccupied [with this worldly life], someone who has 

repented but is still at the beginning of his journey, or an 
accomplished Gnostic. As for the one who is preoccupied 

[with this worldly life], he does not mention death out of 

regret for his world. He also busies himself dispraising 

death, which only increases his remoteness from Allah. 

As for the person who has repented, he mentions death 

often in order that dread of Allah emanates from his 
heart, so that he perfects his repentance. He may detest 

death for fear of being overtaken by it before perfecting

30. Al-Ghazali, \hya' cUliim al-Din, edited 
Beirut: Dar al-Macrifah, p. 449.

by Sulayman Dunya,
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his repentance and before being able to secure his 
provisions [for the Hereafter]. [In this case] he is excused 

in his hatred of death. The hadith of the Prophet
‘He who hates meeting God, Allah hates meeting him’ 
does not apply to him. For [in this instance,] he does 
not hate death or meeting Allah, rather he is worried 

about missing the meeting of Allah because of his 
shortcomings and failings. He is like someone who is late 
for meeting the beloved because of being busy preparing 

himself to meet him in a way that pleases him, so he 
cannot be someone who hates meeting him. As for the 

Gnostic, he constantly remembers death because it is the 
appointment for meeting the Beloved, and the lover 

never forgets the appointment with his beloved.

• • 
eath! No matter how one chooses to react to it, it 
is inevitable and will bring all the joys and sorrows 
of this life to an end, but only of this life, for the

• • 
next one is either for one’s advantage or against it, 
where pain and pleasure mix no more. And if one 
runs away from death, one will find it wherever 
one goes, or rather it will find one wherever one 
goes: Wherever you may be, death will overtake 
thee, even if you should be within towers of lofty 
construction... (Qur’an 4:78)

This is why one of humanity’s biggest concerns 
revolves around death, whether it marks the end 
or it is simply a gate into a different realm. From 
the Epic of Gilgamesh to cryonics, the idea is to 
become immortal here and now, but this is simply

IOO Jo

4 REMEMBERING DEATH Jo

ll0t possible. Allah created life and death to see who 

is willing to do what is beautiful: [He] who created 

death and life to test you [as to] which of you is 

best in deed - and He is the Exalted in Might, the 

Forgiving. (Qur’an 67:2)

One is distracted by this life to the extent that 

one forgets about death, the Hereafter and Allah. 

And when is reminded about it, one dismisses it as 

if it can be postponed indefinitely, or as if there is 

no life after death. Distractions include commuting, 

working, running errands, headphones blasting 

music, looking for fun on weekends, binge drinking 

or doing drugs, overeating, watching brain-numbing 

TV programmes, checking social media immediately 

before sleeping and upon waking up, being a single 

parent preoccupied with childcare, depression and 

seeing a therapist.

One must be conscious of death, modifying 

one’s behaviour accordingly, and be mindful of 

the limitations of this life and still be satisfied with 

one’s share of this life. Remembering death does not 

cancel life. It positively frames it within the right 

perspective. The lovers of Allah love to be with Him. 

Death brings one closer to that encounter. Those 

who are conscious of His presence have a spiritual 

system of checks and balances that helps in guiding 

them in this life in preparation for the next.
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Know that any precious, desired thing is divided into that 

| which is sought for other than itself, or sought for itself,

or sought for both other than itself and itself. That which 

is sought for other than itself are gold and silver, for they 
j are two stones of no benefit [in themselves], and if it were 

not that Allah has made them the means to facilitate 

the fulfilment of needs, they would be no different than 

pebbles. As for that which is sought for itself, it is felicity 

i in the Hereafter and the pleasure of having a beatific 

vision of the face of Allah Most High. That which is

I sought for itself and other than itself is like the wellbeing 

of the body. The fitness of the leg, for example, is sought 

because it is a necessary part of the wellbeing of the body 
and because it is required for walking and reaching ends 
and needs. Accordingly, if you look at knowledge, you 

will find it pleasurable in itself, which makes it therefore

31. Al-Ghazali, 'U/wm nl-Dm, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, p. 11.
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sought for itself. You will also find it a means to felicity 
in the Hereafter and to the pleasure of the beatific vision 

of Allah Most High. This is only achieved through 
knowledge and action, and action can only be achieved 

through the knowledge of how to act. It follows that 
the root of felicity in this world and the Hereafter is 

knowledge. Therefore, seeking knowledge is the best of 
deeds. How is it not when the merit of something is also 

known through the honourable character of its fruit?
And you have already known that the fruit of knowledge 
is proximity to Allah and joining the status of the angels 

and being compared to the Highest Plenum [of the 
angels]. This is in the Hereafter. As for this world, it is 

dignity and esteem, issuing edicts that even kings cannot 
escape, and commanding respect naturally.

— -------------^6^“——

I
t is strange that gold and silver are never shiny enough 
to blind people! Imam al-Ghazall is right; if it were 
not for the fact that Allah guided people to their use, 
gold and silver would be as precious as gravel.

Things are either sought for something else or for 
themselves. Money is sought for the essentials of life: 
food, medicine, clothing and shelter. Money should 
not be sought for itself, for that would be against the 
right relationship that one should have with it. It is
legitimate to save money for genuine reasons such 
as education or retirement. The Prophet made 
it clear that the best money is the money spent on
one’s family. Hoarding money, on the other hand 
is an unacceptable behaviour: ...And those whois an unacceptable behaviour:

104
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hoard gold and silver and spend it not in the way of 

' /|W - them tidings of a painful punishment.

■ (Qur’an 9:34) Hoarding money is practically noth

ing but removing it from circulation, which is the life 

of the economy. Hoarding has therefore a negative 

impact on the community.

That which is sought for its own intrinsic value 

' includes happiness in the Hereafter, and the beatific 

vision, which is the unmediated vision of Allah in 

Heaven. Happiness here should not be conflated 

with the problematic concepts associated with 

material wealth, fame, and status. All of these will 

| wither away, unless they are for the sake of Allah, 

| which is very hard to see in reality. Happy is the one 

who makes it to Heaven.

As for what is sought for both its inherent value 

and also because it is a vehicle for something else, 

this cannot apply except to knowledge. Knowledge is 

enjoyable. This is why true scholars immerse them

selves in a contemplative state of mind and heart, 

examining text and reality, and expressing their 

thoughts in writing, all in seclusion. They do not 

miss much outside their niche of education, except 

for that which is imperative to attend to. Yet, knowl

edge is also sought for its fruit; which is bringing the 

servant closer to Allah. Knowledge is a prerequisite 

for action which is considered a condition for hap

piness in this world and the Hereafter.
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I j l-Ghazall had an amazing understanding of human 

/^psychology and education, especially concerning 

; teaching children. He proposed to begin with children 

.memorising the tenets of faith. Understanding, he

• explains, takes place gradually over a long period of 

time. It is then, after understanding, that belief takes

31. Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ ‘Ulibn al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: Dar al-Macrifah, p. 94.
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place, only to be followed by certitude and assent. 
Children need no proof and this is a gift from Allah.

The minds of children should be given utmost 
care. They should be nurtured and educated. Imam 
al-Ghazall wanted children to have a solid faith

4 PRESENTING FAITH TO CHILDREN

which is not based on imitation. Imitation may 
be problematic because it reflects a state which is 
widespread among the common people, for whom 
imitation may allow alternative worldviews to 
replace each other. Imitation is a weak state which 
needs to be strengthened and affirmed, so that it 
cannot be shaken. Al-Ghazall is calling here for the 
protection of the faith of the average person who is 

dependent on imitation.
This quotation provides an opportunity to 

question what formal and informal education is given 
to children today, without ruining their childhood 
but also without missing out on universal Islamic 
social values and ethics. The answer will vary today 
according to national educational policies, cultural 
influences and future, professional expectations. The 
educational system propagated in the traditional 
madrasa, though plays an important role in teaching 
religious subjects, is reductionist at best, and usually 
does not provide enough sciences and maths or social 
sciences. Imam al-Ghazall is of the opinion that a 
community is literally sinning if it cannot produce 
much needed professionals.

There is no doubt that faith is essential for this 
life and the Hereafter, and education should deal

with this issue. But it should never be a matter of 

choosing between studying theology or the exact 

sciences. The true Islamic worldview considers both 

fields of knowledge as integral components. One of 

them is based on studying the Revealed Book (i.e., 

the Qur’an) and the other studies the revealed book 

of nature, the universe, for both of them come from 

Allah. In Arabic, verses of the Qur’an and marvellous 

natural phenomena are designated by the same term: 

^(plural of ayah).

-------------- ------------------------------
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And purification has four levels: The first is the 
purification of the outward from physical impurities, 

dirt and filth; the second is the purification of the limbs 
from crimes and sins; the third is the purification of 

the heart from all blameworthy traits and abominable 
vices; the fourth is the purification of the inmost secret

33. Al-Ghazalr, lVlum al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya,
Beirut: Dar al-Macrifah, p. 126. .

4 EXTERNAL CLEANSING & INTERNAL PURIFICATION 

from everything other than Allah Most High, which is 

the purification of the Prophets 3$. and the veracious 
among the righteous.

------------------------------ ---------------------------------------------------------

cleanliness and purification, both physical and spiri

tual, are healthy signs in any person. The first level 

of purification has excellent implications for hygiene, 

but this would be an oversimplification of what the 

purification of the outward means. Getting rid of 

tangible impurities is a must, to the best of one’s 

knowledge and as much as circumstances permit 

it, and that is still the first step. Imam al-Ghazali 

wanted people who perform ablution to think about 

the water running down their faces and limbs as if 

their sins were taken away with it.

It is in this light that one may understand the 

following part of a hadith in which the Prophet 

said: ‘Purification is half of faith...’ (Narrated by 

Muslim). In another hadith, the Prophet speaks 

about the effect of the five daily prayers and gives the 

simile of a person who cleans himself by a river five 

times a day. Just as the water of this river will clean 

him of all his dirt, the prayers, too, will cleanse him 

of all his sins.

The second level of purification is achieved by 

protecting the outward limbs and organs from 

engaging in criminal and sinful acts: washing the 

mouth of the residues of cursing, backbiting, false

4 hi



♦4 A TREASURY OF AL-GHAZALI

witness and lying, to name but a few ills, which the 
tongue is capable of; washing the eyes of what they 
are deliberately, not accidently, exposed to; washing 
the hands of the impurities of stealing and violence; 
and washing the feet of the dirt accumulated from 
walking deliberately on wrong paths, in the wrong 
directions, for the wrong reasons.

The third level of purification is purely spiritual. It 
is time to turn to the heart and purify it from all that 
is negative and sinful. The heart should not harbour 
ill feelings, wrong intentions nor embark on any 
activity that is on a collision course with Revelation 
or the Prophetic path. The heart is now ready for the 
last phase, the purification of the prophets, which is 
making it an exclusive dwelling for the recollection 
of the name of Allah.
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Know that the believer must glorify Allah, glorified 
and exalted is He, fear Him, have hope in Him and seek 

refuge [in Him] due to his shortcomings. He should 
not be without these states after having faith. And even 

though the strength of these states is commensurate 
with the strength of his certitude, being without them 

during the prayer has no reason except the dissipation of 
his thoughts, his divided mind, the absence of his heart 
from entreating [Allah] and heedlessness in the prayer.

Nothing distracts from the prayer except incoming 
thoughts which busy one. The cure for this is to have 
a presence of heart, i.e. driving away these incoming 

thoughts. However, a thing can be driven away only by 
driving away its cause. Therefore, know its cause 
and the cause of these incoming thoughts may be 

external or something essentially internal.

To be distracted, or not to be distracted, this is the 
essence of the problem. We allow the slings and 
arrows of materialism and lowly issues to be aimed
at us and we deprive ourselves from being; conscious
in the presence of Allah. This is not the optimal state 
of a heart that was created to know Him.

The believer glorifies Allah, alternates between 
fear and hope and seeks refuge in Him from his own 
shortcomings. And if and when the heart is split 
between numerous attractions, it becomes lacking in 
intimate talk with Allah. But while in the prayer, the 
body should be facing towards Makkah while the 
heart is with Allah.

« deconstructing distractions

The sources of distraction, which prevent con

centration, are either external or internal. And the 

solution to these distractions lies in uprooting their 

causes.
External distraction may be visual, auditory or 

due to uncomfortable physical conditions. One may 

find these solutions in the Sunnah of the Prophet 

Regarding visual distractions, Muslims are 

advised, while praying, to look at the spot where 

they put their foreheads upon prostration. This 

way, they will be able to minimise the possibility 

of visual distraction. When it comes to auditory 

distractions, one cannot raise one’s voice in the 

mosque even when reciting the Holy Qur’an or 

upon supplications. Today, we experience problems 

associated with the sound systems in mosques, such 

as in microphones or loudspeakers. One needs to 

turn to professionals when dealing with technical 

issues. Cell phones ringing various tones while in 

the prayer should definitely not be tolerated. Putting 

the cell phone on silent mode might be helpful to 

others, but once one receives a call, it vibrates, and 

that is also a source of distraction. Other physical 

distractions include the quality of air. Muslims 

are prohibited from going to the mosque for 

congregational prayer after eating onion or garlic 

because their smell is offensive.

The internal sources of distractions are mainly 

thoughts and feelings. All that is negative should be
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Know that fasting has three degrees: the fasting of 

common people, the fasting of the elite amongst people, 

and the fasting of the elect among the elite. As for the 

fasting of common people, it is preventing the belly and 

the private parts from fulfilling their desire as it was 

explained in detail before. The fasting of the elite is 

preventing the hearing, sight, tongue, hands, legs and 
all other limbs from committing sins. The fasting of the 
elect among the elite is the abstinence of the heart from 
lowly aspirations and worldly thoughts, and completely 

restraining it from other than Allah, glorified and 
exalted is He. Breaking the fast in this kind of fasting 
takes place by thinking about other than Allah Most 

High or the Day of Judgment, unless this thinking about 
this world is intended for the sake of the religion, in

which case it is considered part of the provisions 
of the Hereafter and not this world.

J mam al-Ghazall’s revivalist paradigm in Revival of 
the Religious Sciences is about bringing to life the 
most important dimension in all forms of worship:
spirituality.

He was critical of the jurists who produced 
detailed accounts of what the prayer, fasting and 
the Pilgrimage are, among a host of other acts of 
worship, and forgot about the role of the heart in 
all this.

4 FASTING HAS THREE DEGREES

wife, from dawn to sunset, during the lunar month 

of Ramadan. It has been noticed, year after year, 

that the questions of the Muslim community during 

Ramadan are usually about actions that nullify fast

ing or how to compensate for missed days because 

of sickness or travel, etc. Questions about how to 

benefit spiritually from Ramadan, or the role of the 

heart in fasting, are a rarity.

There are methods of dieting today that require 

fasting for as long as sixteen hours a day. The inten

tion here is losing weight, not spirituality. As long 

as one does not intend to fast for the sake of Allah, 

then fasting is in vain. The same applies when one 

explains the five daily prayers in terms of physical 

exercise, and the Pilgrimage in terms of tourism, for 

in such a case the act of worship becomes null and 

void. Rather than bringing one closer to Allah, it 

makes one more distant from Him.

The same thing also applies to the higher level 

of abstinence, that of the limbs. For what good is it 

if one stops eating and drinking lawful things while 

allowing one’s eyes the freedom to visually consume 

what is prohibited? What benefit does one draw 

from not eating or drinking while one’s tongue and 

ears indulge in backbiting? All the limbs, with no 

exception, should participate in abstinence through

out one’s life and not just during Ramadan.

The highest level of abstinence is that of the 

heart. The heart should abstain from everything 

other than Allah. Recollecting His beautiful names

Fasting in classical works of jurisprudence (i.e., 
fiqh) is defined as abstinence from eating, drinking 

and having sexual relations between husband and
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As for cutting off attachments, it means the restitution 
of all iniquities and repentance to Allah Most High from 

all sins. For every iniquity is an attachment and every 

attachment is like an antagonist who is seizing one by 
the collar, shouting at him: ‘Where are you going? Are 
you heading for the house of the King of kings while 

neglecting His command in this dwelling of yours, which 
you have discarded and ignored? Are you not ashamed 

of yourself going to Him as a disobedient servant, not 
fearing that He will send you back and not accept you? 
If you wish your visit to be accepted, then you should 
fulfil His commands, make reparations regarding all 
iniquities, repent to Him from all the sins and cut off 

your heart’s attachment by not looking back to what 
is behind you, so that you will be directing the face of 

your heart towards Him, just as you turn your outward 
face towards His house. If you do not do this, then 

you will first gain from this travel nothing but toil and 
wretchedness and, at the end, nothing but expulsion

4 LIBERATION FROM ATTACHMENTS Jo

and rejection.’ Let the traveller sever his attachment with 
his home country exactly like a stranded traveller who 
is destined never to return. He should write his final
will for his children and family, for the traveller and 
his money are in danger except the one whom Allah, 
glorified is He, protects. He should remember, when 

cutting off his attachments in preparation for the Hajj 
journey, to cut off his attachments when preparing for 

the journey to the Hereafter, for it is right before him, at
a close distance. Whatever he expends in this journey is

done in anticipation of facilitating tte journey as it is the
ultimate destination and final return. So do not ignore 
that journey by being preoccupied with this journey.

)eople often forget about their true origins. They 

often mention nation-states or geographical regions. 

The real story though is that humanity began in 

the Garden, and then expulsion from it happened 

because of Adam and Eve’s fall (The Qur’an has an 

egalitarian narrative that does not single out either 

one of them as eating from the Forbidden Tree first). 

The history of Revelation is linear, with the prophets 

and messengers conveying the Divine messages to 

humanity and the ultimate goal is to save humanity 

and go to Heaven.

Death takes place at an inevitable moment, 

which may happen to the young and the old, the 

healthy and the sick, the rich and the poor. But 

how should one prepare for death? The answer is 

detachment from worldly affairs. These include the
36. Al-Ghazali, Ihya' 'Ulwn ai-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya,
Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifah, p. 167. ’
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unusual images of injustices clinging to anyone who 
has committed them, shaming him for intending to 
be in the presence of the King without appropriate 
preparation: repentance from all sins and reparations 
where recompense is still possible. The person 
who ignores living a decent life in this abode, our 
world, might not be admitted into the palace of the
Hereafter. Imam al-Ghazall compares this trip to the 
Pilgrimage. One cannot have his body travelling in 
one direction while the heart is somewhere else. It is 

r©' 35 'cP
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almost an existential oxymoron.
Life is a sojourn, a temporary detour, but it is 

definitely short. The Prophet one day slept on a 
harsh mat made from leaves, and when he woke up, 
the impressions of the mat were visible on him. The 
Companions suggested getting for the Prophet a 
comfortable mattress. But he responded by saying: 
‘What do I have to do with [the material luxuries of] 
your world? I am in this world but a traveller who 
has stopped to rest under a tree and then goes on and 
leaves the tree [behind].’

In this life, people behave as those in transit at 
airports, few have access to ‘VIP’ clubs and lounges, 
most hang around public areas. Ultimately, they 
all have to leave behind whatever level of comfort 
they had there. It has nothing to do with their final 
destination which has two exits; only one of them 
leads to eternal bliss.

And the recitation of the Qur’an as it ought to be 
recited is when the tongue, the intellect and the heart all 

participate in it. The share of the tongue is to correctly 
utter the letters through applying the rules of recitation,

37. Al-Ghazall, Ihya’ (Ulwn al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya,
Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, p. 287.
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and the share of the intellect is to explain the meanings, 

and the share of the heart is to be admonished, feel 

moved, heed the commands and desist from the prohibi

tions. The tongue recites, the intellect interprets and 

the heart gains admonition.

----------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------------------------

he Holy Qur’an, the final revealed message to man
kind, is part of a long history of revelations, includ-
ing the original Torah which was revealed to Moses, 
the Psalms (Zabur) which was revealed to David,
and the Gospel (Injil) which was revealed to Jesus 
Christ, peace be upon them all.

The Holy Qur’an is a message for all humanity, 
and not just for the Muslims. And it is important to 
know how to read it. It was revealed, not inspired,
in Arabic. All translations are interpretations 
that approximate the original Arabic. This is why 
Muslim worshippers from all corners of the world 
recite the same Qur’an in Arabic. Reciting it, within 
or outside the formal prayers, is still considered an 
act of devotion.

All the readers of the Holy Qur’an are invited to 
ponder upon its meanings. This is the final message 
of Allah to humanity, and one should begin with 
curiosity, very much like reading the book of nature, 
which comes also from the same Divine source.

The Holy Qur’an is a book of guidance to sound 
theology, ethics, morality and spirituality. The legal

« INVOLVEMENT IN RECITING THE HOLY QUR’AN Jo 

content, which is very important, is but a fraction of 

the whole book.

Dealing with the Holy Qur’an involves the 

i tongue, the intellect and the heart. The tongue 

j recites and utters the sounds according to precise 

I rules which have been conveyed generation after 

, generation, since the time of the Prophet The 

tongue which recites the Holy Qur’an and recollects 

the name of Allah should only be used to say good 

things. Those who can recite the Holy Qur’an from 

memory, especially, should refine their behaviour.

The intellect should be engaged with the Holy 

Qur’an for meaning. While using a translation 

of the meaning of the Holy Qur’an is helpful in 

understanding the essence of the message, a better 

comprehension is only possible for those who know 

Arabic and deal with the Arabic text. The Holy 

Qur’an is one of two textual sources of the Islamic 

worldview, along with the compendia of sound 

Prophetic traditions that contain the Sunnah. The 

heart is the target of the message. Once the heart 

heeds and implements the Qur’anic message, only 

good things are expected to happen, in this life and 

the Hereafter.
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The human being’s honour and merit, with which he 
surpasses a number of other created beings, is due to 

his potential aptitude to know Allah Most High which 
is, in this world, his beauty, perfection and pride and 

will be, in the Hereafter, his asset and provision. But his 
aptitude for gnosis is through his heart, not through any 
external limb. For the heart is the one that knows Allah, 
draws near to Allah, exerts effort for the sake of Allah 
and hastens to Allah just as it is the one unto which is 

revealed what is with Allah. The limbs are but followers, 
servants and tools which the heart uses like a master 
uses his slave or a person of responsibility uses those 

under his care or a craftsman uses his craft. The heart is 
the one accepted by Allah when it is sound from other 
than Him; and it is the one veiled from Allah when it 

becomes preoccupied with other than Allah; and it is the 
one demanded to comply, the one addressed and the one 
reprimanded; just as it is the one that will become happy 
for being near Allah and gain success if one cleanses it or 
it become wretched if one tarnishes and corrupts it. It is 
the heart that is the true obedient to Allah Most High, 
for what spreads over the limbs in the acts of worship 
is its lights. And it is the heart that disobeys and rebels

38. Al-Ghazall, Ihya’ ‘Utern al-Dm, edited by Sulayman Dunya,
Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, vol. 4, p. z.
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against Allah Most High, for the vices that manifest 
through the limbs are only its signs and traces, just as 
it is through its sombreness and enlightenment that 

the bad and good traits appear on the outward.

t is all about knowing Allah! The heart is the vehicle 
for such knowledge which forms the essence of 
spiritual life. Once the heart submits to the Will 
of Allah, the soul ascends and forever continues to
climb from one spiritual station to another. It will
attempt to be perpetually conscious of its Creator, 
love Him and seek His mercy. At the same time, this
loving relationship, state of felicity and knowledge 
of Allah have a great positive impact on other fellow 
human beings and the environment through sharing

a;ifted love and mercy with others and trying to
bring them to the same state of happiness.

But if the heart rebels and turns away from its 
Creator, it descends into an abyss of darkness and 
becomes oblivious to the light that fills the universe, 
including the innumerable hearts of His true lovers. 
This spiritual darkness makes it difficult for the heart 

4 KNOWING ALLAH IS A MATTER OF THE HEART 

of intimacy is that they find refuge, comfort and 

spiritual nourishment in their acts of devotion. Their 

limbs reflect and translate the light coming from the 

heart into actions in line with the Divine Will.

The spiritual heart is the best gift that can be 

bestowed on us. Yet, there is a level of honour that 

has been granted to all human beings, when com

pared to other creatures. It is granted regardless of 

belief, the most important criterion in the sight of 

Allah: Awd We have certainly honored the children 

of Adam and carried them on the land and sea and 

provided for them of the good things and preferred 

them over much of what We have created, with 

[definite] preference. (Qur’an 17:70)

Every human being is guaranteed protection of 

life, property, progeny, intellect and freedom of 

worship, especially for Jews and Christians who are 

described as People of the Book, a phrase that never 

fails to soften their otherness.

----------------------------- ----------------------------------------------------------

to discern between right and wrong.
It is the heart that is moved by the Divine light 

for more intimate knowledge of Allah through 
prayer, supplication, and contemplation. One 
reaches this level when one tastes the sweetness of 
the relationship. A sign of those who reach this leve

« 131
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"Personal Traits

Hence you know categorically through this that good 
character traits may be acquired through discipline.

Deeds initially ensue from it affectedly only to become 
a second nature at the end. This reflects the amazing 

relationship between the heart and the limbs — I mean 
between the soul and the body — because every quality

59. Al-GhazSli, Ihyd’' Uliim al-DJn, edited 
Beirut: D3r al-Ma'rifah, vol.3, p. 59.

X INCULCATING BEAUTIFUL PERSONAL TRAITS 

that appears in the heart, its effect overflows to the 

limbs to the extent that it will inevitably not move 

except according to these effects. [The opposite is 
also true;] every action of the limbs may have 

B an effect on the heart.

------------- ------------------------

| ... Indeed, Allah will not change the condition

of a people until they change what is in

i themselves... (Qur’an 13:11)

! Tt is possible for individuals and the community to 
/ change. There is no place in the Islamic worldview

1 for an ‘I cannot’ mentality, though Muslims and 

others may fall victims to their own internal passivity. 

Personal traits can be changed for the better. When 

the Prophet was chosen, at the age of forty, to 

i convey the universal message of Islam to Makkah 

and beyond, the people of the Arabian Peninsula had 

both good and bad character traits. The latter were 

generous, truthful, courageous, but they also fought 

endless tribal wars, practised infanticide, burying 

their own daughters alive for fear of shame, and 

drank wine. Once Islam spread, all these bad habits 

were buried for good.

Islam came to confirm good behaviour. The 

Prophet said: ‘Verily, I have been sent only to 

perfect noble character traits’. His Companions 

changed dramatically because of the Divine message 

of Islam, many of them at old age. Today, those
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who accept Islam may already have good moral 
behaviour, but they revert to the true and pure 
monotheistic theology. Some of them, and some 
born Muslims too, need to reform their characters. 
Imam al-Ghazall’s key concept is training which 
begins with the heart. Once there is a decision to 
mimic certain behaviour at the beginning, the limbs 
respond positively. One keeps repeating the exercise 
until the desired trait is entrenched deep in the 
human psyche. Performing the desired behaviour 
becomes easy and spontaneous.

The opposite is also true. A good person may 
succumb to social trends which run against divinely 
sanctioned personal traits, as in peer pressure, and 
his action may have an adverse impact on his heart. 
If repeated, that original good heart changes for the 
worse. This is when one asks: what went wrong? 
The community needs practical examples before 
its eyes. Humanity needs to examine the life of the 
Prophet 5^: There has certainly been for you in the 
Messenger of Allah an excellent pattern for anyone 
whose hope is in Allah and the Last Day and [who] 
remembers Allah often. (Qur’an 33:21)



EXCESSIVE APPETITE FOR FOOD

prompt the person to engage in oppression, wrongdoing 
and immorality, all of which are the results of neglect
ing the belly and what is generated of it in terms of the 
overbearingness of satiation and being full. Had the 
servant of Allah abased himself through hunger and 

narrowed Satan’s channels, his self would have submit
ted to the obedience of Allah Most High, and would 

have neither taken the route of insolence and aggression 
nor dragged to immersion in this world, preferring this 

fleeting and immediate world over the life to come, 
being utterly avid for this world.

--------------------------------- -----------------------------------------------------------

The greatest destructive source for the human being 
is the appetite of the belly; it was the reason for the 

expulsion of Adam and Eve from the abode of eter
nal comfort to the abode of humiliation and impover- 
ish-ment. They were prohibited from eating from the 

tree but their lust overcame them, they ate from it and 
their private parts become manifest as a result. The 

belly is certainly the spring of lusts and a fertile ground 
for diseases and calamities. For it is followed by the lust 
for sex and extreme longing for copulation. The desire 
for food and sex is then followed by extreme aspiration 
for status and wealth, which are means for more food 
and sex. Excessive wealth and status are then followed 
by different kinds of frivolous behaviour and various 
forms of rivalries and resentful envies towards others. 
Then between them is born the defect of showing off, 
boasting and arrogance. This in turn leads to grudges, 
resentful envy, animosity and hatred. These will then

nimals eat to survive. Human beings, in addition to 

eating to live, eat to socialise or relieve stress, as there

is compulsive eating, all of which lead to physical 

and psychological health problems. Imam al-Ghazall

is right, the appetite for food may be destructive if it 

becomes out of control. He starts by referring to how 

human history began with eating from the Forbidden

Tree. Adam and Eve could have enjoyed eating in

the Garden for eternity if it were not for consuming 

what they should not have consumed. Transgression

is what had removed them from their state of felicity.

Excessive and compulsive behaviour in food 

consumption leads to diseases and other problems, 

including an increased libido. Lust for food and sex 

may lead to seeking power and money to satisfy 

these two desires. Negative competition for money 

and status will ensue, and bad conduct will follow,40. Al-Ghazall, Ifyya’ Vitim ai-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya,
Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifah, vol. 3, p. 80.
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including boastful behaviour, which is an egotistic 
problem. Egotism leads to negative feelings and 
emotions, including resentful envy, hatred and 
animosity. And these in turn will manifest themselves 
in the form of real conflicts, the hallmark of injustice, 
crime and sin.

When Imam al-Ghazali advocates narrowing the 
channels or pathways of Satan, he is drawing on the 
Prophetic Sunnah. The hadtth literature shows that 
the worst receptacle ever filled by any human being 
is his belly. The Prophetic ideal of maximum eating, 
if one has to, is one third for food, one third for 
water and one third air, so that one can breathe.

The Prophet sgg ate in moderation, when food was 
available, but would subsist for a long time on water 
and dates as his main staple. In another tradition, the 
Prophet ^5 said: ‘O young men! Whoever can afford 
to get married should do so. And whoever cannot 
do so should fast, for that is his protection [against 
fornication].’

Allah invites us to enjoy lawful food and drink, 
and to be clean and adorn ourselves, especially 
when visiting mosques: O children of Adam, take 
your adornment at every masjid, and eat and drink, 
but be not excessive. Indeed, He likes not those who 
commit excess. (Qur’an 7:31)

dealing the Jove 

for
'CO CC

Know that the person whose heart is overcome by the 
love of status becomes solely preoccupied with showing 

deference to people, obsessed as he is with gaining favour 
with them and being ready to show off for their sake.

- -------
41. Al-Ghazall, Ihya’ 'Uliint al-Din, edited by Sulayman Dunya,
Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifah, vol. 3, p. 287.
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His only consideration in his sayings and deeds is aggran
dising his standing amongst them, and this is the seed 

of hypocrisy and the root cause of corruption. This will 
inevitably lead to his negligence of the acts of worship, 
showing off in them and indulging in prohibited acts in 
order to win people’s hearts. It is for this reason that 

the Prophet likened the love of status and wealth and 

their corruption of religion to two ferocious wolves.

4 HEALING THE LOVE FOR STATUS K

ne of the most detrimental characteristics of human 
behaviour is seeking status at the expense of a 
principled life. Many people are willing to publically 
perform acts that are morally questionable in 
exchange for notoriety, fame and position. If it were 
decadent to engage in such behaviour at the time 
of al-Ghazali, what would be the case in the age of 
social media where one may promote oneself in ways 
that do not please Allah?

Hunger for status may entail being hypocritical 
and seeking the approval of people who are believed 
to hold the keys to such status. This is a false sense of 
achievement that chips away at one’s good deeds. In 
fact, the Prophetic tradition considers obsession with 
money and status worse than two hungry wolves 
that are allowed into a herd of sheep. They might 
not eat all the sheep, but they might destroy all of 
them. Someone who is keen to obtain money and 
status at any cost will definitely cause the destruction 
of his own faith.

Trying to please everyone for the sake of material 

gain will lead to hypocrisy, the cornerstone of the 

death of truth, constructive criticism and account

ability. Hypocrites have a sweet beautiful appear

ance and an ugly interior. Imam al-Ghazali said that 

if someone greets you and asks you, ‘How are you?’ 

but does not really care about you, then he had just 

lied to you, because he left you with the impression 

diat he cares about you. ‘The hypocrite has three 

signs: when he speaks he lies; when he promises he 

does not keep his promise; and when he is entrusted 

[with something] he betrays the trust.’ (Bukhari and 

Muslim)

The hypocrites are mentioned in the Holy Qur’an 

in many verses, and in certain contexts more than 

the non-believers, probably because the latter are 

known and their position is known to the Muslim 

community. The following verse shows that the 

hypocrite lives in constant fear of being exposed: 

The hypocrites are apprehensive lest a surah be 

revealed about them, informing them of what is in 

their hearts. Say, ‘Mock [as you wish]; indeed, Allah 

will expose that which you fear" (Qur’an 9:64)
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The oppressive and ignorant ruler, as long as he 
maintains military might, and it is difficult to overthrow 

his power, and substituting him will lead to a great 
revolt with unbearable consequences, then it is 
obligatory to continue obeying him just as it is 

obligatory to obey legitimate leaders.

mam al-Ghazali was concerned about the bloodshed 
that may accompany impeaching and removing

42.. Al-Ghazali, Ifyy3’‘Ulflm al-DJn, edited by Sulayman Dunya, 
Beirut: DSr al-Macrifah, vol. z, p- 14°*  —

REVOLTING AGAINST POWERFUL UNJUST RULERS

dictators. This has been the predominant position 
among Muslim scholars who preferred maintaining 
the status quo rather than allowing mayhem and 
atrocities in society. In such a case, Muslim jurists 
tolerated every form of government to maintain peace 
and order. Preservation of life ranks high in maqasid 
al-sharfah, the main objectives of the Sacred Law. It 
reflects Islam’s protection of life in the Holy Qur’an 
and the Prophetic traditions. It is not an endorsement 
of dictators; it is rather embracing the people and 
protecting them against the wrath of those despots 
and their willingness to use their readily available 
tools of death and destruction. One has witnessed 
in modern times horrific attacks on civilians in more 
than one country in the Middle East.

In fact, unleashing the full power of the state 
against its own citizens will inevitably compromise 
all the major five objectives of Islamic Law: the 
protection of religion, life, intellect, property and 
progeny. One can also add the destruction of the 
environment. One may think of the role of scholars, 
intellectuals and activists during trying times, 
which might be reflected in the following Prophetic 
tradition: ‘The greatest form of jihad is a word 
advocating justice before an unjust ruler.’ There is a 
maxim in Islamic jurisprudence that says: ‘Removing 
a specific harm should not lead to a greater harm.’ 
The ‘unbearable consequences’ that Imam al-Ghazall 
referred to correspond to the ‘greater harm’ in the 

above maxim; both of which should be avoided.
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One has to ask deeper questions instead of 

always asking whether or not it is legitimate to 
remove dictators by using force. Questions such as: 

‘what can we do as a Muslim community to educate 

people so that we have healthy public debates with 

respect for rule of law and freedom of expression?’ 

‘How can we create a constructive dialogue in the 

public sphere without fear of punishment?’ The 

ruler should be aware, more than anyone else, about 

the Divine reward for good governance, and for his 

accountability and potential punishment if he resorts 

to despotic measures. He should remember that he is 

mortal and that his time on this earth will come to a 

term sooner or later.
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